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INTRODUCTION
For several reasons Dos Passos is important to the development of American literature.

His novels, with their

integrity, breadth, and architectonic

to~,

are painted on a

larger canvas than any other American writer's.

In Manhattan

Transfer, his fourth novel, he attempted to portray the
greatest metropolis in the world, New York City.
as well as anyone ever has.

He succeeded

Then, refusing to rest on his

oars, he went on to the trilogy

u. s.

A., which takes all of

twentieth century American life as its subject.
Passos 1 epic of modern American

li~e,

This is Dos

the most successful of

the many attempts to write the "great American novel".

So

the very scope and excellence of Dos Passos 1 novels demand
consideration.

Then there are technical innovations--tentative

in Manhattan Transfer, thoroughgoing in
added dimensions to the American novel.

u. s.

A.--which have

Some ot these are

entirely original, some stem tram James Joyce's Ulysses.

Yet

even the borrowed devices have been completely assimilated.
These new techniques arose partly because of the feeling that
naturalism gave an inadequate picture of all aspects ot humanity.

And, as the critic Edmund Wilson has shown, Joyce met

this problem by a synthesis of the two French literary methods,
symbolism and naturalism.

Now Dos Passos has introduced this

==~--~-

~~

~~-

~-~
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symbolism-naturalism into American literature,
democratized the experimental techniques;

~oyce

And he has
is read

mainly by literary experts; Dos Passos can be read by anyone,
If, as some believe, the importance of this amalgamation of
symbolism and naturalism lies in the future, then Dos Passos
will be remembered as the first American writer to use it.
While Dos Passos has always been in the vanguard, his
relations with his generation have been intimate and pervasive.

In many ways he is more typical of his generation

than any other significant writer.

~.'he

Zeitgeist of the

War generation is fundamental to all his books,

He is both

a result and a cause of America's coming of age--and the
defeat of neo-Humanism.

Even the development of his polit-

ical ideas has in many ways paralleled the ideas of other
writers,

For instance, his disillusionment in the radical

parties contained in Adventures £f! Young ~ (1939) came
to nearly all writers later in the same year with the
Russian-German pact,

Thus, though Dos Passos was an innova-

tor, neither his internal development as an artist nor his
contribution to American literature can be understood except
in the context of his age.

This is to be, then, a study of

the interrelations between Dos Passos' personal philosophy,
objectives, and techniques and the influence of the Zeitgeist
on them,

v
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Form follows function,
--Louis Sullivan
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CHAPTER I
THE ZEITGEIST.
It is undoubtedly true that modern novels are the most
popular of contemporary literary forms and contain the most
significant picture of modern life in existence.

As Moulton

says:
Modern novels collectively constitute the epic of life:
a literary type which draws to itself our greatest
creative thinking, and is as truly distinctive of the
present time as Romantic drama was distinctive of the
Elizabethan age or Homeric poetry of primitive Greece.l
Yet if we examine some of the greatest novels of our age,
we find that they contain strange, recondite devices which
appear uncommonly like perversities to those who do not
understand them.

They lack the action and clear-cut plot

of the traditional novel; they seem to lack the interest;
they are often brutal, even obscene; they are difficult to
follow.

However, there is a sincere and artistic reason

for all of these characteristics.

While it is not the pur-

pose of this thesis to explain them, possibly in the consideration of John Dos Passos light will be thrown upon many of the
modern technical innovations in the novel.

For Dos Passos

is one of the foremost experimental novelists living, and
even a cursory glance over his novels raises a number of
analogous difficulties.
1

Why is the story in Three Soldiers

Richard G. Moulton, ~ Modern Study £! Literature; ~
Introduction!£ Literary Theory~ Interpretation, p. 154.

2

"told brutally, with calculated sordidness and a blind whirlwind of rage

respects neither the reticences of art nor
the restraints of decency," 2 as one outraged reviewer put it?
w~ich

In Manhattan Transfer is it necessary to jump from character
to character so rapidly?

And what are those queer paragraphs

in italics at the beginning of each chapter?

, , , strange

punctuation, compound words, half prose,half poetry,

As for

u. s.

Fiction,

A,, it is very different from ordinary novels.

autobiography, and history are mingled,

While the story is

told in tough, vernacular prose, parts of the book are made
up of scraps of newspaper stories, songs, telegrams, and headlines; and other parts contain strange, sensitive, difficult,
personal poetry that is like poetry without meter or punctuatton,

Why does Dos Passos use

all~~~~ices?

And why is he so

pessimistic about life?
The~e

are hard quest:l,ons,

Having made the glib answer

that Dos Passos was an innovator or that he was just naturally
pessimistic about life, one is immediately doubtful about the
opinion,

For, while Dos Passos was an innovator, his innova-

tions were based on the experiments of others; his pessimism
can be traced to certain sources which affected not only him
but many of his contemporaries,

As a matter of fact, it is

impossible to understand the technical innovations or the
2~ Corringsby Dawson, "Insulting the Army", ~

Sec, 3, p. 1, October 2, 1121.

:!.2!:! Times,

3

naturalistic approach of Dos Passos as isolated phenomena.
As it must be for all writers in one way or another, the age
of Dos Passos is his matrix.

He can be understood only in

relation to his timea,

So, to begin the consideration of whether John Roderigo
Dos Passos is a product of his age, we shall devote the first
chapter to sketching the age in which he was born and grew
up,

This will not be a history of the times nor a sociolog-

ical study; it will contain what I have been able to find
'

about his generation that I think conditioned him in some
way.
Dos Passos was born in 1896 in Chicago of good middle
class people, his father being a prosperous corporation
lawyer,

His grandfather was a Portuguese immigrant who be-

came a shoemaker in Philadelphia,

Dos Passos was born in

the Middle West, but

~~e

he was still young,

He traveled over the United States,

traveled a great deal even while

Belgium, and Mexico and lived in Washington, D.c.; korthern
Neck, Virginia; and England, before he was of high school
age~

Later he went to war.

All of this traveling must

have had a part in preparing him to be a writer,
Like Dos Passos, most of the writer s who were later
to make up the
families.

11

1ost generation" were from good middle class

Born about the turn of the century, they grew up

the same way all over the United States.

They used approx-

imately the same soap and sang approximately the same school

4

songs; they read the same text bppks in high school and went
to the same universities.

After the first World War they

gravita.ted to Paris, where Gertrude Stein called them the
"lost generation".

The name stuck.

They were the people

who had been caught in the tidal wave .of the War.
floated

Now they

in the backwash, deracinated and lost, writing or ..

reading their post-War books.
They did not like the world after the armistice any
more than they had liked the War, for it was to a great
extent a product of the War.

But great changes had been

made in the United States through the effect of the War,
and, whether the lost generation liked them or not, they
were forced to face them.
As John Dos Passos indicated in U.

s.

A., the World

War roughly marks the end of the long period characterized
by constantly expanding laissez faire economics.

The west-

ward moving frontier had rather fortuitously kept pace with
the expanding economy, but the post-War period found the
f~ontier
oou~d

gone.

Yet, like a man running downhill, industry

not stop expanding without falling on its face.

Thus

the post-War generation had to face a host of new economic
and social problems.
The War also brought Europe and America closer together
culturally and economically.

Technological advances had

made this inevitable, but the War accelerated the process.
The World War gave practically a death blow to one of
<

i
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the most important social and literary motifs in America-Puritanism.

AlreadyyDarwin' s theory of evolution and

modern science had fatally undermined the Calvinistic
foundations, while the machine and city ran cracks and strains
through the Puritan way of life.

'l:he final disintegration of

Puritanism, however, began with the shock of the social dislocation and excitement of the War.
Add to these effects the economic depression following
the War, and we begin to understand the period in which Dos
Passoa came to maturity.

His revulsion against the times

was matched by a general revulsion.

"The period between the

Armistice and October, 1929, was dominated by the spirit of
censorship and protest and the cynical mood into which the
world was plunged after its orgy of idealism erected on the
foundation of blood and muok, 113
Considering how much the War changed the life of
Americans who did not even participate in it, we are not
surprised at the tremendous effect that the War had on
those who experienced it directly.

If, however, we explain

the brutality and power of Three Soldiers and other War
novels--or of the post-War novels--as purely the effect of
the horror of War, we are over-simplifying the problem.

It

does not follow that because (1) the War was brutal, therefore
(2) the War novels were brutal, therefore (3) post-War novels
3

H. H. Hatcher, Creating

~

Modern Novel, p. 132,
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were brutal.

As a matter of fact, a terrible experience

me.y result in writing that is escapist or sentimental.

Our

Revolutionary and Civil Wars did not produce realistic novels.
However, there was a literary factor which caused the writers
of the World War--Des Passes among them--to react realistically to their experiences.

This was the intluenoe of french

:fla tura.li sm.
Naturalism arose for the same reason that the Romantic
revolt of the Lake }'oets occurred.

Literature is continually

in need of an injection of new life, an enle.rging of its
scope, a deepening of its bed.

Thus we have Rousseau's

noble savage or the discovery of the folk bdlad with its
vigor, immediacy, and sincerity.
Hamsun idealizing the peasant.

Thus we find Tolstoy and
And in Zola we find the

violation of literary and social tabus; the presentation
of new aspects of life; his subjects the very poor, the very
stupid.

'l'his procei\JS of renewal (known as

11

reb~rbarization")

springs "from the continually felt need for the rebarbariza•
tion of a literature in which the experience represented is
continually threatening to grow thin. 114 Constant revolution
is the only alternative to an empty formalism, for literary
forms are tied to their cultures.
4

The literary intimates

Max Lerner and Edwin Mi;t'fns, Jr., "Literature", Encycloj;)aedt!l. of Social Sciences, 1933, p. 527. The entire
articlelrs brilliantly conceived and very valuable.

7

of Richelieu--Chapelain and Mesnardiere--attempted to write
an epic at his request.

They failed ignominiously because the

epic form, which was fashioned in a crude society that believed in anthropomorphic polytheism, could not be used
about modern society without being incongruous.

Dr. Johnson,

as a typical member of his society, was rightly offended by
Milt-on's .fam.111ar1 ty with God.

J..n the same way, we moderns

are incapable of writing tragedy that is at all like Elizabethan tragedy, a s Joseph Wood Krutch has pointed out.
Ordinarily, dramatic poetry demands an impossible amount of
11

suspension of disbelief" for a modern audience. • .New wine

seems to demand new bottles.
Naturalism, beginning with Balzac and Stendhal, passed
to Flaubert and was perfected by Emile Zola.

"At the

foundation of Zola 1 s metbod lay a belief in scientific determinism, which conceives of man as an unimportant

e~peri

ment in the vast laboratory of Nature, a being shaped and
conditioned by circumstances beyond his control."5

Zola

defined it as "a return to nature", "You start from the
point tha.t· nature is sufficient, that you must accept it as
it is, without modification

~r

pruning; it is grand enough,

beautiful enough to supply its own beginning, its middle,
and its end."6
5 Ha.rry hartwick, !<'ore ground of Americ~ F'iction,
6 Emile Zola, The .~!;Xperimental Novel, P/.123.

P•· ,so.

8

After 1870 -American novelists began to turn their eyes from
~gland

to the continent.

facts bear it out.

This may sound surprising, but the

Howells may not have written like Tolstoy,

alas, but he took the great Russian as his master.

James! con-

sidered America "a joyless country, whose inhabitants (especially· of the New England variety) were all 'undergoing martyrdom., not

-by

fir-a, 'but b-y fr-eezing.

and uncivilized' locality, cursed

t

It waei a

wit~

''Q~r-a,

ster-ile,

'flagrant morality',

inane, commercialized, vulgar, and more devoted to quantity
than quality. n7 --James may have fled to England, but all his
literary models---Turgeniev, Balzac, and Flaubert---were across
the channel.

And after 1900 we find our four most Lnportant

pre-war novelists all under the sway of French naturalism.
might be more precise to say under the sway of Zola.

It

Drieser

and Norris took over his method, adding only a minor supernatural element.

Stephan Crane

read~

Debacle, Zola's tra•

gedy of the Franco-Prussian War, and decided that he could do
better.

The result was

~ ~

Badge of Courage.

merely added Nietzsche and socialism to Zola.

Jack London

It was this

American naturalistic school that prepared the way for the war
generation of writers.

Curiously, though, you may trace the

lost generation through college and through the war into the
twenties without finding very much literary connection with the
American naturalists.

The importance of the pre-war novelists

to this generation is that they--especially Drieser--fought at
7 Harry Hartwick, Foreground of American Fiction, p. 345.

least half way up the hill toward artistic honesty and freedom.
~·hey

prepared the way,
And that is all, for in college the war generation, in-

stead of reading Drieser, read Pater, becoming prematurely decayed poets in their sophomore years.

11

A return to Nature"

was not sufficient for Cowley, Burke, Dos Passos, €ummings
and the rest:

they demanded ecstasy, self-expression, and

living for the moment,

'l'rying to be as decadent as Huysmans,

they substituted immoderation for the Golden Mean.

They drank

seidels of straight gin topped with a maraschino cherry and
wrote poems about the souls of prostitutes,

In other words,

they were esthetes rather than naturalists,
'J.'hese sensitive and fantastic youths, protected from the
world by the college, foliated and uncurled luxuriantly as
hot-house growths,

But suddenly the thunderclap of the war

caught them, and they all rushed in with doubts about the purpose of the war (the patriotic speeches were all, they thought,
11

blahblahblahblah 11 ) , but with unquenchable eagerness,

The night

that Dick Savage, a Harvard esthete, left for l''rance is described by Dos Passos.
'.l.'he night he told Ned that he was going to France they got
very drunk on arvieto wine in their room and talked a great
deal about how it was the fate of Youth and Beauty and Love
and Friendship to be mashed out by an early death, while
the old fat pompous fools would make merry over their carcasses. In the pearly dawn they went out and sat with a
last bottle on one of the old tombstones in the graveyard,
on the corner or· Harvard square, They sat on the cold
tombstone a long time without saying anything only drinking,

10
and after each drink threw their heads back and softly
bleated in unison Blahblahblahblah. n8
Most of them were too eager to wait for the United States
to go in; they joined the French, Canadian, or Italian forces.
Gradus.ting from Harvard in 1916, Dos Passos--just as his
character Dick Savage did--joined the Norton-Harjes Volunteer
Ambulance service, connected with the French army,

As Malcolm

Cowley points out, this is significant, for the wnbulance
drivers were in a peculiarly excellent position to gather
impressions and material for writing,

All the worst aspects

of war were seen and felt without active pa.rticipation,

Dos

Passes and other future American writers who drove ambulances-Hemingway, Bromfield,

e;e.

cummings, Sidney Howard--quite

naturally developed what Cowley calls the 11 spectatorial attitude11•

The war seemed to be a ghastly drama,

This feeling

was increased by the fact the.t they did a great deal of
traveling from sector to sector in their ambulances,
the ambulance drivers

in~

put it:

As one of

11 'Fellers,' Fred Sum-

mers kept saying, 'this ain't a war, it's a goddam madhouse,
it's a goddam Cook's tour,' 11 ,1l
The war had a profound influence on all of them,

Of Dos

Passes Granville Hicks is perfectly right in saying, 11 The effeet of the war on Dos Passes is incalculable; it has domina8 John Dos Passos, 1919, p. 96,
9

.!!?.!:! • •

p. 52.

...

11

ted his thinking, made itselr relt in all his books, shaped his
lire, rolO

The war introduced a new code in place or college

esthete's philosophy; and the new virtues or men at war were
adopted:

courage, extravagance, and ratalism,

But in some

spects the two philosophies were very much alike,

re~

They both

sneered at the civilian virtues of thrift and caution and
sobriety.

l''irst college life and then th.s s.rm:;r had developed

the feeling of irresponsibility,
away from home!

Anything g 0es when you are

And they began to wonder whether there was

such a place as home,

Above all, boredom was feared, , ,When

these men wrote their books, they retained this code of values,
changed but slightly,

The only person that Des Passes allows

to be completely successful in Manhattan Transfer (1928) is a
bootlegger,

Yes, whatever they wrote afterwards had the war

stamped on every page--whether it was a story of New York City
or an account of travel"s in Africa,
The emotional effect of the war on these men who had lived
three or four protected years or college was profound,

War

meant horror, disgust, a terrible acceleration in living.
~hrough

suffering, in one or two years they sprang to the

turity of middle age,

They became tired, sophisticated, and,

in special ways, even wise,
sort of escape,

ma~

Satiated, they yearned for some

In Des Passes' first novel there is this

anguished cry for release:

"Godl

if there were somewhere

nowadays where you could flee from all this stupidity, from all
lQ Granville Hicks, "John Des :Passes", The Bookman, LXV, p. 32
(Jipril 1932)

=;;====== ===-=-------

------
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this cant or governments, and this hideous reiteration of
hatred, this strangling hatred • • • 11 11
Yet the effect of the war was not all bad.
that burnt had cleansed and shrived.

The same fire

Death was no longer a

silent figure from Maeterlinck or the last act of Hamlet;
death and suffering, fear and danger were daily facts.

The

posturing and words, words, words that had encrusted them were
burnt away.

Once more they were artistically valid.

The fer-

mentation under pressure that the novelists endured ended in
poise and maturity.

Who knows how many trivial, tinseled books

were killed by the war?

Perhaps, without it, all of Dos

Passes' novels would have been like Streets

2f Night.

A direct result of this artistic relea.se gained from the
war--plus a noble rage at war's stupidity and cruelty--was the
bitter and poignant war novels and plays--Henri Barbusse's
Le

~.

Remarque 1 s All Quiet .2!! the Western Front, Sheriff's

Journey's
so on.

~.

Anderson and Stalling's

~Price

Glory?, and

To these must be added Dos Passes' first two novels,

One Man's Initiation--1917 and Three Soldiers.
But this same feeling could not be turned upon civilian
life with as much confidence.

After all, one could not say

that machine civilization 'Nas as bad as the war had been.

Yet

this generation, whether it weighed America culturally or materially, found it sadly wanting--denigrated by its materialism
and bumptious optimism.

Worse than that, they no longer iden-

11 John Dos Passes, One Man's Initiation--1917 1 p. 44.
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tified themselves with America,
And that, I believe was the final effect on us of the
war; that was the honest emotion behind a pretentious
phrase like •the lost generation'. School and college
had uprooted us in spirit; now we were physically up~
rooted, hundreds of us, millions, plucked from our own
soil as if a clamshell bucket and dumped, scattered
among strange people, All our roots were dead now, even
the Anglo-saxon tradition of our literary ancestors,
even the habits of slow thrift that characterized our
social class, We were fed., lodged, clothed by strangers,
infected with the poison of irresponsibility~-the poison
of travel, too, for we had learned that problems could be
left behind us merely by moving elsewhere--and the poison
of danger, excitement, that made our old life seem in~
tolerable. n12
It is obvious that Dos Passes is so typical of his

genera~

tion in this respect that the preceding paragraph might have
been written about him alone,

Immediately after the war he

did a great deal of traveling in Spain, the
Mexico,

!~ear

JJ.ast, and

In the two rather brilliantbooks that he wrote about

them~-Rosinante

to

~ ~

Again and Orient Express--he

won~

ders sometimes just what he does all the traveling for.

Possi~

bly Cowley's surmise that traveling was indulged in because
"problems could be left behind" is correct.

Whether it is or

not, these books are important for their oblique picture of
Dos Passes' philosophy, and will be taken up agdn in Chapter II,
There was conflict in Dos Passes which was shared by
nearly all the writers of his
world or flee it?

generatio~:

should he face the

This vulgar new complicated world was shaken

12 Malcolm Cowley, Exile's Return, p. 55,
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by stentorian voices thundering lies; mechanical giants swept
by squashing the little men who got in their path; great machines labored and brought forth shining little gadgets;
people starved because there was too much to eat.

And at the

same time that space-amputating machines shrunk the world, the
world grew more intolerant, noisy, and--in Yeats' word--murderous,

'l'he artist faced a new wilderness,

of nature, but of social forces."l3

11

a wilderness not

And whether this new

wilderness was accepted or rejected, it conditioned all the
artistic expressions of the time.

'l'he war is an integral

part of this wilderness, for, as Andrews said in.Three Soldiers,
"So was civilization nothing but a vast edifice of sham, and
the war, instead of its crumbling, was its fullest and most
ultimate expression, 11 14
modern civilization

ac~ed

The war and the heterogeneity of
as precipitating agents which brought

about a new rebarbarization,

1.'here were all sorts of fe.ds

and-abortive movements, some of which had a part in enriching
the cultural stream, and all of which had an experimental
value,

1'he cult of the negro, jazz music, flappers, loose

morals, primitivism, African sculpture, and all the movements
that occurred in Paris (Dadaism, superrealism, and so on)
all played some part in it,

Picasso took from every source,

distorting and straining in search of new vitality in painting;
later Epstein did the same in his troglodytic sculpturing,
13 Kenneth Burke, Litera~ Opinion~ America, p. 493.
14 John Dos Passos, Three Soldi~, p. 225,

15

The rebarbarization of the novel of the post-war period-the breaking of the naturalistic mould, the invention of new
forms and techniques--had two main extra-literary causes: (1)
the attempt to capture the new complicated society that has been
alluded to, and (2) a deeper, more profound understanding of
the nature of man, The materialistic, dogmatic interpretation
of naturalism was swept away through the work of one man--Dr,
Sigmund Freud,

The world of the novelist, the dramatist, the

poet, the biographer, end the historian is a new world after
Freud,

The superficial, rationalistic interpretation of man

was replaced by a more profound--a more difficult--picture,
A great storm of protest and revilement met Dr, Freud's ...,..
Interpretation

2f

Dreams (1900) and other books, reminding one

of the "wormwood words":
Truth like a bastard comes into the world
Never without ill-fame to him who gives her birth,
Yet, though the prejudices that l!,reud 1 s doctrines encountered
forcea them under ground, their progress, however devious,
was inevitable,

Ultimately, they seeped into nearly everyone's

mind--including many people who had never heard of Freud,
Among the "arty" and the intelligentisia psychoanalysis became
I

.a fad, then a cult,

And, just as Darwin had been mis-inter-

preted, the Freud cult distorted and vulgarized his teaching
by mis-interpreting his message,

It will be recalled that

Darwin's theory of evolution had been used as an excuse for
nihilistic ethics:

"might makes right", "survival of the

16

fittest", "War is the health.of the state".

The great German

writer Neitzsche even founded his philosophy of the Superman
("Live dangerously") on it.
same effect.

Psychoanalysis had somewhat the

Once more all morality ("repression" was the

the stigmatizing word) seemed gone; se- became fashionable as
a conversational topic.

Though a mb:ture of truth and fe.lse-

hood-, this interpretation of Freud's theories llad a great influence on both writing and the public.

Tnis new ACid ate

away pretension and moral self-righteousness from the culpable
core in all of humanity--the old ethical blacks and whites
were lost in a swirling mist of greys.
Another way in which Freud broke the naturalistic mould was
to prove that the mind was a great deal deeper and more complicated than the naturalist had ever believed,

He proved to the

satisfaction of most critical observers what all the greatest
writers had always felt..;;.that trivial thoughts and dreams are
intimately connected with the deepest springs of being,

This

unity of the mind was discovered, paradoxically, by dividing
the mind into parts, the most important of which are the conscious and the unconscious,

(These divisions are glibly spoken

of every day by people who have never heard of Freud,)

He

went on to show the mind as a battlefield of conflicting urges
and desires, yet always a dynamic whole,

The great influence

of this psychology may be illustrated by mentioning some of
the technical terms that have passed into everyday speech-"unconscious mind", "Oedipus and Electra complex", "repression",

I

I
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"projection", and so on,l5
It is impossible to begin to list the modern works of
literature which have been influenced either obviously or
subtly by Freud,

We can only say that he has had a tremendous

effect--in the field of literature greater than Darwin.

It may

be well assimilated, as in 'l'homas Ms.nn' s reactivation of the
Joseph story, or it may ba more obvious, as in

~~gena

O'Neill's

plays, Ludwig Lewisohn 1 s criticism, and Sherwood Anderson's
stories.

But it is probable that any selected important con-

temporary writer will have been influenced in some way by Freud,
All take what they need from him.

The cults and super-realism

(sur-realism) and Dadaism make one selection; deeper, more restrained personalities make another selection,

For them, as

Thomas Mann has said, he brings a mess~ge of hope,l6

Freud,

it is true, has shown the great part played by the submerged
primitive drives--inchoate and savage--; has shown how small
and weak the intellect is in comparison,

Yet facing the facts

is half the battle, for, in the end, the intellect can be victorious, not by suppressing the unconscious, but by controlling
it as a man controls a blooded stallion,
Before we leave Freud, the third way in which his theories
influenced writers must be mentioned,
techniques directly.

Freud influenced the

The "modern novel is marked by a static

15 While I have purposely mentioned only those aspects of Freud's
theories which are pretty generally accepted by modern
psychiatrists, their validity or falseness is not rele.v~nt.
16 Thomas Mann, Freud, Goethe, Wagner, passim.

==~-------

1
1!3

Freudian plot, dealing with inner crucialities instead of
overt circumstances; few chars.cters, selected for their sti'iking rather than universal traits; and various novelties of
style.rrl7

It rescued the "stream-of-consciousness" from

inanition by making trivial thoughts important.
the device from the obscure Edouard Dujardin' s

Joyce took
~

Lauriers

:§£!!!- CoU.pes for his novel, Ul;rsses, and made it famous.

Doro-

thy Richardson, Virginia Woolf, and other novelists have used
the method since.
This same stream-of-consciousness gained further prestige
from the philosophy of Henri Bergson's Creative Evolution
(1907), in which he pictures life and time as all flow and
flux, a "cosmic river" or
"Current passing £!:2!!! germ to germ through ~ medium .£!
a developed organism. It is as TI the organism itself were
only an excrescence, a bud caused to sprout by the former germ
endeavoring to continue itself in a new germ. The essential
thing is the continuous progress indefinitely pursued, an invisible progress, on which each visible orggnism rides during
the short interval of time given to live. HI!:!
Marcel Proust's great novel Remembrances
zabeth Madox Roberts'

~ ~

2£

~.

2f Things Past, Eli-

and Thomas Mann's The

Magic Mountain were alliinfluenced by Bergson.
The ideas of Freud and Bergson, plus the new

11

wilderness

of social forces", then, were a powerful rebarbarizing stream
which swept through the old channels of naturalism.

Finding

17 Harry Hartwick, Foreground of American Fiction, p. 147.
18 Henry Bergson, Creative Evolution, p. 27.
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them neither deep nor wide enough, the stream overflowed the
banks,~

Precisely as the Homantics scrapped the neo-Classic

forms because they would not contain the new conception of man
that had arisen, so was the naturalistic form now scrapped.
It was too small to contain modern man,
Appropriately, this deeper, larger man is contained in
the novel, the distinctive literary type of the present age.
Traditionally an ample and free form, it is best able to subdue the chaos and complexity of life,

In fact, it has often

been alleged of novels--even the early, fairly well plotted
ones--that they are too loose and sprawling, lacking the rigid
definition of form necessary to great art.

And there is no

doubt that from the beginnings of Richardson and Fielding with
their bourgeois characteristics through the nineteenth century,
the novelist has been free to mix description,
dialog about as his fancy dictated,

e~osition

and

Yet, with all this in-

definiteness of contour, by 1900 custom had fairly well established the general characteristics of a novel.

Roughly, a

novel contained description, exposition, and dialog fairly
well mixed up; it contained characters; and it was at least
loosely plotted.

Most people believed that any future changes

would be only in the subject matter, or a tightening and polishing of the plot.
Loose as it was, however, the mould of the bourgeois novel
has been crashed into splinters by the present age.

Writers

heve made their own way through the darkness, in every direc-

-~~--~·
~~---
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tion, like flying splinters.

The attempt to assimilate the

me.chine, the heterogeneity, and the murderousness of presentday life that the novelist saw around himself were parts of the
challenge to be met.

'l'he second and more difficult challenge

came when the novelist looked within himself and caught a
glimpse of dark continents full of wild demons,
ture these things'/
perLnented.

After

How to cap-

The novelists did not know. so they exH

gener11.tion of experiment'i'tion, the an-

swer to these challenges is still tentative.

Hut we may be

fairly sure that some of the tentative answers will be remembered.

~he

bourgeois novel, invented in the eighteenth century,

is not adequate in the twentieth.
So writers have e.ttempted to express their new insights
about man and society in all sorts of new ways.

Virginia

Woolf has shown a .character by recording only the impressions
that character has made ·on other people; Huxley has scrambled
time in Eyeless

in~,

attempted to write human counterpoint

in Point Counterooint; Faulkner has told two entirely different
stories in alternate chapters

in~

Wild Palins; Gertrude

Stein has experimented with the connotations of words,l9
19 These Americans have made structural innovations: Hemingway
in The Sun Also Rises (1926), Glenway Wescott in The Grand~
mot'fie'rs-rY927), Thornton Wilder in The Bridge 2£ San ~
Rey (1927), Evelyn Scott in~ Wave (1929), Tess Slesinger
in The Unpossessed (1934), Jonathan Leonard in The Meddlers
(1929}, Frances Newman in The Hard-Boiled Virgin-Tl926),
Felix Riesenberg in Endless River (1931), Babette Deutsch in
In Such a Night (1927), Myron Brinig in The Flutter of an Eyel:id (1933), Kay Boyle in Plagued £I ~ Nightingale (T93I)-,
George Anthony Weller in Not to Eat, Not for Love (1933), Edwin Seaver in The ComTany-y!935):-;n~onard~lich in
God's Angr~ Man (1932 , -- Harry Hartwick, Foreground~
American F ction, p. 148.
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The bible of modernism is, of course, James
Ulysses,

Joyce.~~

It contains all sorts of experimental techniques

thet have had a great influence on other writers,

However, as

Joyce has influenced many of Dos Passos' books, he will be considered in detail later,
The fountainhead of all these experiments was Paris, which,
-for so:ms years aftero the war, we.s the cultural center of the

world,

It was a time of cultural alarums and excursions--fads,

cults, manifestoes, ephemeral reviews, upheaval,

And we were

there,
For, more than ever before, the post-war writers were at
home in Europe,

This was not the literary pilgrimage to the

cultural shrines that Irving, Longfellow, and the rest had made,
Between the years 1$22 and 1928 a surprising number lived in
Europe, most of them in Paris,

And seemingly the remainder of

American writers visited there,

Before the war Ezra Pound and

Gertrude Stein had already fled the philistines,

The lost gen-

eration arrived about 1922 on the wings of favorable exchange
and betook themselves to
came early,

the left bank,

Hemingway and Eliot

Harold Stern and his pack of young intellectuals

wrote Civilization in

~United

States, holding their noses

all .the while, and, then, just to show they meant what they
said they packed their suitcases and hopped the first boat for
Paris,

Archibald MacLeish decided to spend six months a year

in Paris; Conrad Aiken left for England in 1921,

In the French

artists' quarter of Paris you would have found Thomas Cravens
living happily with a mistress and a set of Balzac; Malcolm

-----~----·------
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Cowley lived a little way outside of Paris,
They had all fled from money-mad America, from air that
stifled the artist.

In Paris they were busy and happy, reading

Jules Laforgue, Flaubert, Remy de Gourmont, Baudelaire,
Huysmans, and each other,

They agreed on very few things

except mutual doubt as to where they were going or what they
believed in.

None of them knew just which star to hitch their

wagon to.
This short period in Paris, plus the war, accomplished
something very important for American literature,

For, by 1929

when the almighty dollar had fallen down a long flight of uncarpeted stairs, and everybody had to return because of the exchange, they (1) knew European literature well enough to have
learnt that atrocious books were written in Europe as well as
America; they (2) decided that the air in America was just as
favorable to creation as the air in Paris; and (3) that there
was just as much material to write about in America as any other
place.

More, for that matter, for it was virgin territory.

inferiority complex expressed in Lowell's essay,
Condescension in Foreigners, was gone,

On~

Certain

Provinciality was gone

as well as the vacuous timidity and imitativeness,
America had come of age.

The

l
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CHAPTER II
ARMY AS VILLAIN
In 1921 was published a book that brought forth a
great roar of outrage and indignation from reviewers and
press--the career of John Dos Passos, American novelist, was
begun.

Deliberately entitled 'l'hree Soldiers to point up the

opposition to the glorification of war in Kipling's Soldiers
Three, the novel was a bitter and passionate story of what
the war did to three men.
suffered from the enemy.

None of them were killed or even
~nstead,

their suffering came from

the nature of war itself--from the army' a discipline, bureauee.
cratic stupidity, and lack of individual rights.

'.there is no

hatred expressed for the enemy nor overwhelming fear of
battle; in fact, this sensational war novel does not contain
a single battle scene.

'lhe hatred is saved for the American

"Y" men, for the military police, for the office workers behind the lines, and for the officers, from the pink•faced
second-lieutenant to the well-tailored general.

For this is

the story of the experiences of the common soldier, the private
in the ranks.

The life of an infantry man is portrayed sym-

pa.thetically from the time that he enlists, a green tenderfoot.
•rhis is done by following three different types of men through
all their experiences.

There is a meek, stolid Italian from

San Francisco who dreams of becoming a corporal.

His name is

l
'
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Fuselli.

There is a quick-tempered, happy-go-lucky midwes-

tern £arm boy named Chris£ield.
real hero of the book,

The third private is the

Andrews is a young, cultured musician

£rom New York City who has joined the army because he wants
to escape from the drab city life.

None of these men go

through the ordinary horrors of war; yet, when the book ends,
~uselli

is a.bedraggled army dish-washer who smells of greasy

dishwater, Chrisfield has killed a hated sergeant and deserted, and Andrews, completely crushed, is being taken away to
prison for deserting.
1be picture of army life in the book is full.

First

the men are prodded and. tested in the physical examination.
Then we see them in the barracks, joshing and grumbling happily.

They go to movies to see villainous Germans flouting

all decency.

The men sit fascinated, watching the picture

ingenuously.

11

Waves of laughter or of little exclamations

passed over them.

They were all so alike, they seemed at mo-

ments to be but one organism. nl

They work washing windows,

the strong soap burning their hands; they sweep and pick up
cigarette butts with their fingers under the officious supervision of a corporal.

They empty garbage.

11

Fuselli and

another man carried the dripping garbage-can up the ladder
that led up from the mess hall.

It smelt of rancid grease and

coffee grounds and greasy juice trickled over their fingers as
they struggled with it."2

They cross the Atlantic to France

1 John Dos Passos, Three Soldiers, p. 22
2 Ibid,, P• 49.

I
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in the fetid and sickening hold of a ship.

In France they

spend their time drilling and moving their camp from place
to place.

Ennui and discipline take up their life.

tions accumulate.

Irrita-

Once a nest of fledgling birds in the

eaves of the barracks give the men some pleasure, but the
sergeant orders that the· birds be removed, and they are
ki-l-led.

Ons of the men says bi t~erly, nso they couldn't let

the poor little devils stay there?

God&

It looks to me as if

they went out of their way to giv~ pain to everything, bird,
beast or man."3
We follow the three men through all this.
Andrews is told in detail.

'l'he story of

He joined the army to

11

take re-

fuge from the horror of the world that had fallen upon him.

He

was sick of revolt, of thought, of carrying his individuality
like. 'a banner above the turmoil. 114
army.

He found no refuge in the

Even when he was on leave he was ordered by petty mili-

tary police to button his jacket.

And all through the book he

met the "Y" men in all sorts of situations--selling chocolate,
dropping a· pious word, tsk-tsking immorality, regaling the
soldiers with stories about the Huns.

Andrews despised them.

"Furious, hopeless irritation consumed him.
enjoyed hating&

How these people

At that rate it was better to be at the front.

Men were more humane when they were killing each other than when
3 ~·• p. 171.
4 Ibid., p. 22.
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they were talking about it, tt5
was a sardonic scene.

Just after the Armistice there

A group of wounded soldiers convalescing

are visited by a "Y" man (well dressed) who makes a little
speech •
• • • Let me, boys, my dear friends, express the hope that
you may speedily be cured of your wounds, ready again to
do willing service in the ranks of the glorious army that
must be vigilant for some time yet, I fear, to defend. as
Americans arid Crhistie.ns, the civilization· you have so
nobly saved from a ruthless foe • • • Let us all join together in singing the hymn, 'Stand up, Stand up for Jesus',
which I am sure you all know.
The men got to their feet, except for a few who had lost
their legs, and sang the first verse of the hymn unsteadily,6
When one adds these scenes to the experiences of Andrews
and the other two main characters, the powerful impression that
the book made is easy to understand.

'l'he picture of :the hiding

place of a number of deserters behind a cheap bar in Paris is
particularly powerful,

It reminds one of Gorki's

~Lower

Depths with its degradation, bravado, and depression,
'l·he reviews of the book were significant,
admitted that the book was well written.

All of the critics

One of the

~ ~

Times' critics went so far as to say that it was "brilliantly
written".

I say one because the 'l'imes went a little mad on the

subject for about a month or so.

1hey disliked the book so much

that they wrote several editorials about it, and, a month after
the first review denouncing it, they printed a second containing
an even stronger denunciation.
5 Ibid,, p. 225,
6 Ibid., P• 234.

Such phrases as "neither the
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:i'eticences of art nor the restraints of decency", "lapsing into
contented moral rottenness," "vicious or contemptible" are used
to describe the book.

The second review ends with this cheap

sentence, "Perhaps it is malicious to point it out, but the
paper cover surrounding 'lhree Soldiers is of an intense, passionate yell6w."7
All the denunciation of the book was either for the picture
it gave of the

A~Y

(An

outraged Times editorial said that the

book "draws no line between what was done by the German Army and
ours.") or for the so-called immorality of the language and the
characte:i's.

This last objection is important.

In 1921 the many

critics who read this bookwere so powerfully affected by the
language that their critical faculties were immobilized, and all
they could call it was "immoral".

Yet it is saf!§! to say that no

competent critic of today would pronounce any moral strictures
on the language of Three Soldiers.

As a matter of fact, the

dialog is quite unrealistically lacking in the more powerful expressions that were current in the army.

Now, this great change

in the attitude of the critics, which everyone is aware of, did
not just happen.

It was the result of a critical debate, of

crucial importance to the development of American literature,
which occurred just after the World War.

The fact that the neo-

Hurnanist critics were defeated is one of the reasons that Three
Soldiers, to take one

e~ample,

in Modern Library reprints.

is still read and easily available

If the nee-Humanists had been triurn-

7 Harold Denny, "One Soldier on • Three Soldiers •", ~ York Times,

I,p5.
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phant, the book would have--as a letter in the Times put it-met "with the contempt it merits and be consigned to the oblivion it deserves".

Dos Passos' work would have been im-

possible without the rise of this new critical attitude, and
in this he is typical of most modern American writers.
Paul Elmer More,

~rving

Babbitt, Stuart Sherman and

their followers were the neo-.tiumanists.

:a. r..

Menoken led the

forces of the revolting critics--he was an army in himself-against the neo!-Humanist critics who fought to preserve the
traditional view or the older American criticsoo-11 that literature was a decorous illustration of a system of ethics, manners
and economics fixed and frozen for all time somewhere in
England, sometime in the nineteenth century. n8

The debate

between these opposing factions could not have occurred without
the rise of a critical impulse in American writers.
before had criticism been a force in our

l~terature.

Never
Poe,

Emerson, JSllles, and Howells wrote sensibly about liter13-ture,
but they were individuals.

In 1914

The Nation, and in 1921 in

~ ~.

~ ~

Republic, in 1918

and in 1924

Mercury were established as critical organs.
criticism and philosophy were published.

~

American

Books of literary

A body of critics--

a critical spirit--had arisen, and this was very important,
for, as Ludwig Lewisohn says, "· •• the rise of the critical
spt~1t

within a given civilization is a symptom of health and

8 Ludwig Lewisohn, ~ Suory of American Literature, p. 418.
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of' maturity" since
"· • ,the contention between two first-rate critics is
more significant than the struggle between armies with
banners. For what· they are contending about so soon as
they rise above the merely philological level is nothing
le.ss than the structure of' the universe, the nature of'
man, the meaning of' life, the right goal of' all thought
and the proper aim of' all endeavor,"'il

The struggle in the twenties was between H. L. Mencksn and
the nee-Humanist Stuart Sherman.

While Sherman was by no

means the most important nee-Humanist--Paul Elmer More was
that--he was the one critic of that school who really came
to grips with modern literature and critics,

More, in his

Shelburne Essays published from 1904 on, enunciated the
ph1losophical position of' the nee-Humanists; Irving Babbitt
I

followed it in such writings as Rousseau and Romanticism and
Genius

~

Taste,

They fought scientific monism and the

"naturalistic abyss,"

The "impulse to ref'ra1n"l0 was the

cardinal tenet of' their philosophy, for it was the. will to
refrain that separated man from the animals, and the "spirit
that denies is God,nll as More said,

Now, both of' these

general! ties are philosophically tenable; it was the interpretation of' them that was one-sided,

As Lewisohn said, they

"meant neither self-restraint nor self-control, but the uncritical subordination of' the self' under that neo-Calvinism in
both art and morals which had made so cruel a thing of' .Ameri9

Ibid., p. 416,

10 Stuart Sherman,
11 Ibid,

~

Contemporary Literature, p. 15,

T
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can life and had come near to striking a great nation with
complete creative paralysis.ul2

Instead of remaining in the

past, as More and Babbitt did, Sherman turned this philosophy
upon contemporary literature.
~.

His book Qg Contem2orary Litera-

published in 1917, was important to American criticism.

It contained a vigorous and outspoken cons;!.derat:l.on of a number of the foremost contemporary wr;tters--Theodore Dreiser,
H. G. Wells, George Moore, and others.
c1sm ;ts unfavorable.

He speaks of the "Utopian Natural1smn
11

of H. G. Wells, the

But all of his crit1-

Barbar1c Natural1sm 11 of Theodore Dre:tser.

He cons1ders the fact that Moore mentions 1n one of his novels
that a b:ttch is going to give birth to offspr:tng a d1sgust;tng
obtrusion of sex.

This book is important because, touched

with war hysteria and ephemeral as it was, it threw down the
gauntlet.

H. L. Menoken and his followers took 1t up.
''

Menoken began describing Sherman's "fundamental theory-to wit, the theory that the test -of an artist is whether he
hated the Kaiser in 1917, and plays his honorable part in
Chr:tstian Endeavor, and prefers Coca-Cola to Scharlachberger
1911, and has taken to heart the great lesson of sex-hygiene.ul3
Th1s was taking the offens:tve at a time when the.t was the only
possible way to win.

Later ;tn the twent1es Edmund W:tlson and

Joseph Wood Krutch, and in the thir.ties
and more incisive criticism.

Lewiso~,

made qu:teter

W:tlson wanted to know by what

12 Ludwig Lew:tsohn, ~ Story of American Literature, P• 420.
13 ~·~ Po 43lo

r
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right they had appropriated the name "Humanist" from the
great Renaissance geniuses.

Krutch pointed out that their

favorite adjective for describing modern books,

11

bestial 11 ,

was unfair even to the animals
for your self-styled humanist has a churlish habit of
calling the most characteristically human vicee 11 bes•
tial 11 • In particular he is inclined to describe smy
sexual indulgence of which he doee net approve as
"bestial", and more especially still to say o:f a man or
woman who makes the pleasures of sense the chief
business of life that he is yielding to his "animal
nature. 11 14
This is effective criticism now, but without the bludgeon of
Menoken to prepare the way, no one would have listened seriously.

The conventional, timid culture in America had too

much prestige.

But the war was a corrosive o:f' doubt and un-

certe.inty which gave Mencken his opportunity.
Mencken'.s most valuable single contribution to American
criticism was his fight to purge our literature of its
puritanism and gentility. by jumping on the bodies of
timid critics and timid novelists alike, by discrediting
their flabby values and bloodless evasions, he more than
any other man opened up pioneer spaces, enabled us, at
least technically, to come of age. Sex ceased to be a
bugaboo, squalor a tabu, decorum a virtue, iconoclasm a
subversion of ethics. So far, so good. iv.here Menoken
fell down, however, was in lacking an esthetic judgment
to match his common sense. A very good pamphleteer, he
turned out to be a very bad critic.15
Menoken failed as a critic because he did not have a positive
set of ethics.

He wrote superlatively about the things the.t

14 Joseph Wood Krutch, The Modern Temper, p. 29.
15 Lewis Kronenberger, After the Gentile 'l'radition, p. 109.
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he did not like; but one can only yawn at his naive belief in
a sort of Junker aristocracy.

So we have this very important

debate about life e.nd literature won by Menoken and his followers
--who did not know what to do with their victory.
common fate of successful nihilists.

This is the

Yet the victory was a

great one for American literflture; it was important not only
for JJos .Passos but also for such writers as Sinclair Lewis,
Theodore Dreiser, James Brp_nch Cabell, and Ernest Hemingway.
The shackles had fallen,
Still, it was regrettable thB_t the anti-Humanist criticism was not more positive.

l f we return to Dos Passos, we

see that, while he gained freedom through it, he gained no
very positive philosophy,

And he has felt this lack acutely,

In Manhattan Transfer, published in 1925, he still felt it,
0h we none of us know what we we_nt, 11 burst out Martin. 11 The_t•s why we"re such a peewee generation,"
"I •m beginning to lee_rn a few of the things I don't
want," said lierf quietly, "At least I'm beginning to have
the nerve to admit to myself how much I dislike all the
things l don't want."l6
11

This is one of the keys to Dos:cPassos' personality,

He has

never been quite sure what he believed in though this doubt
arose from a deep personal integrity rather than any lack of
it.

And this ambivalence in his philosophy has not only sapped

the strength of his writing, but it has also shown through
in his style.

I<'or instance, the powerful and vernacular style

16 John Dos Passos, Manhattan Transfer, p. 360,
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of Three Soldiers--which is admirably suited to its naturalistic approach--is broken by sudden purple patches such as the
f'ollowing:
They threaded their way through the crowd, full of
unif'orms and glitter and bright colors, that moved in
two streams up and down the wide sldewalk between the
cafes and the boles of' the bare trees. '£hey climbed
into a taxi and lurched fast through streets where, in
the -misty aw""llight, grey-green and grey~violet. mingled
with blues and pale lights as the colors mingle in a
pigeon's breast feathers. They passed the leafless
gardens of the 1~ileries on one side, and the great
inner courts of the Louvre, with their purple mansard
roofs and their high chimneys on the other, and saw
for a second the river, dull jade green, and the plane
trees splotched with brown and cream color along the
quais, before they were lost in the narrow brownishgrey streets of the old quarters,l7
Wall written or not, this detracts from the book as a whole,
~n

order to understand the complex attitude of Dos Passes

toward lif'e and literature, we must go back to his earliest
writing.

While still at Harvard he wrote for the Harvard

Monthly some mediocre romantic short stories with an 0, Henry
twist, an· editorial, and, the month he graduated, an article
entitled! Humble Protest,

Here we have something written

before he came in contac.t with the war which contains a protest against industrialism, which he believed was enslaving
mankind, COllllllitting workers to degrading tasks, and enslaving
all men by committing them to tyranny of' things.
like men crouching on a runaway engine?

Are we not,

And at the same time

17 John Dos Passes, 'l'hree Soldiers, p. 304,

J
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we insensately shovel in the fUel with no thought as to where
we nrA Oe.i.n::; te.l{en."l8

The fact thEt this was written while

Dos Passes was still in college proves that from the very beginning he revolted against materialistic civilization.

But

we must understand that this revel t was an outgrowth, not of a
study of economic problems aimed at solving them, but of a
disgust with modern industrial life,

He was a typical young

esthete who preferred the French symbolists to economics,

And

the symbolists believed--just as the English Romantics, the
pre•Raphaelites, the fin-de-siecle writers believed--in the
superiority of the past to the present,

What could be more

natural thHn for Dos Passes to attack industrialism, the most
typical part of modern life?

And he wac not alone in his at-

titude, for two of the most influential wri.ters of our time-influenced, significantly enough, by symbolism--have as their.
theme the superiority of the past over the present--T,
Eliot and James Joyce.

s.

It is when Dos Passes states his philo-

sophy of life positively--he does it very seldom and then
only obliquely--that he reveals his romantic desire to escape,
His first novel, One Man's Initiation--1917, is a slight but
respectable story of the pain and hor;r>Or of war.

One of the

characters yearns to escape to the past, seeing himself
"working in the fields, copying parchments in quaint lettering,
drowsing his feverish desires to calm in the deep throated
18 Granville Hicks, "IJ:ohn Dos Passes", The Bookman, LXV, p. 32
(April 1932)

:r···
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chanting of the endless offices of the Church, 11 19

or, if not

to the past, he would escape to the wilderness:
To live always in a tent of black felt eating unleavened
bread and ewe's butter, with the wind always sheer in
your nostrils, moving south in winter, north in summer,
for the grazing of the camels and sheep; to take a
shrill•voiced Bedawi woman for a wife, to die of a rifleshot in a raid and be buried under a pile of stones beside
the ashes of your fire and the round dungneaps or your
-last camping ground. Will the world bold anything to
make up for tbe not living or that life?ao
But of·all places, he does not want to return to America.

It

is significant that hardly a character in Dos Passos' two war
novels yearns for his home or his people.

Obviously, this is

a result of Dos Passos' own feelings rather than a result of
his observation,

lt is true that Andrews thinks a bit about

his childhood and the "dilapidated mansion" he lived in,
(This is possibly a symbol of the decay of the middle class
which Dos Passos makes much of in his later novels.)

But he

merely thinks bitterly of the dreams of his childhood which
did not come true--that he would be a general, a wandering minstrel, a great musician.
foreseen.
that.

"It was only slavery that he had not

His race had dominated for too many centuries for

And yet the world was made of various slaveries, 11 21

does not want to return to his home and his people.

I!

j

When he

19

John Dos Passos, One Man's Initiation--1917, p, 44,

20

John Dos Passos, Orient Express, p, 33,

21

John Dos Passos, Three Soldiers, p, 28,

He
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is on the road, he meets a young French boy who says,
Life is very bad in Europe, 11
It is stifling, I suppose, 11 said Andrews slowly, "all
these nations, all these hatreds, but still. • ,it is
very beautiful. Life is very ugly in America, tt22
11
11

Obviously, Dos Passos was a typical result of that uprooting
mentioned in the first ehapter,
And Dos Passos 1 along with the rest of the H~rvard esthetes, should he.ve logically developed into a writer of what
Cowley calls

11 art

novels".

Such novels are always concerned

with an artist (presumably a great one) who is
society,

~efeated

by

Society is usually presented in a rather slip-shod,

shadowy way, as something that is unworthy of careful examination,

For society is stupid, unmanageable, and the crusher

of the good, the true, and the beautiful,

It is the stereo-

type villain of the "art novel" which diabolically defeats
the hero who embodies originality, genius, and culture.

Now

it is fair to say that Dos Passos, if the war had not reoriented him, might have written a series of such novels,

As

it is, he wrote a typical example of this genre in Streets of
the Night, 1923.

It is the story of two indeterminate young

men and a girl who dabble in the arts and yearn for life,

One

of them finally commits suicide to the great shock of the other
two, , , ,
cially,

I

.I

1

The book was a failure both artistically and finan-

Coming thfough it did after the brilliant novel

22 John Dos Passos, Three Soldiers, P• 357 •
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Three Soldiers,it was hopelessly immature.

The characters are

outlined fuzzily and full of cloudy, adolescent emotion.

The

shs.rply observant eye o;r the author in Three Soldiers is gone.
Yet it is in these sensitive dilettantes that Dos Passos
believes.

in Three Soldiers it is the hero Andrews that Dos

Passos believes in.

And, because of this, the exactness and

point of most of the novel seems to waver and dissolve in a
bath of emotion when the tragic experiences of Andrews are presented.

Because Dos Passos appears to have completely iden-

tified himself with the character, he has fallen into a certain
slackness in the marshalling of the exterior forces which
finally defeat Andrews.

It is as though the stereotype of

society (in this case, the army) as the villain had been a part
of Dos Passos' thinking--so much a part that he is not at
great enough pains to show the defeat of Andrews as following
inevitably from the experiences the.t he goes through.

Yet

they do not follow if Andrews is psychologically healthy.
Here is the great weakness of the book.

Dos Passos considers

Andrews quite normal and, therefore, his defeat tragic.

But

the reader can only consider him at least slightly neurasthenic in order to completely understand him.

Having joined the

army to escape--"It was in this that he would take refuge from
the horror of the world that had fallen upon him.

He was sick

of revolt, of thought, of carrying his individuality like a
banner above the turmoil." 2 3--having joined to submerge himself,
23 John Dos Passos, Three Soldiers, p. 22.

... 'l
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he suffered terribly from the anonymity and servility forced
upon him.

Certainly there is an ironical element here, though

Dos Passos does not see it.

Then, too, Andrews has an exag-

gerated response to the disagreeable aspects of army discipline.

He

dreams about the harsh soap biting his hands and

cannot forget the time that he was ordered to pick up cigarette
butts with

He hates the M.

button his jacket--and nurses the hate,

?. who orders him to
Surely these are not

the reactions of o h.Hppy,. normRl individual,

!~ear

the end wh<m

the disasters pile 1Jp, a very simple and tempting escape is
held out to him,

Part1y becR.use

He felt a crazy desire to join the forlorn ones, to
throw himself into inevitable defeat, to live his life
as he saw it in spite of everything, to proclaim once
more the falseness of the gospels under the cover of which
greed and fear filled with more and yet more pain the
already unbearable agony of human life,24
--partly because of this feeling and partly because he Was
too tired to do anything to save himself, he is finally taken
off to prison,

It is only with difficulty that the reader feels

that this is inevitable, that he follows it with complete sympathy,

~'he

defeat suggests too much the conventional defeat

of the artist in the art novels,
But one thing is sure.

Three Soldiers is not just a pow-

erful and simple treatment of the horror of war,
24 ~·· p. 225.

l
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As a matter of
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fact, it has very little to do with war,

lt

is an indictment

of modern civilization, of modern regimentation.

And it arose

at least partly from the symbolist school's theory of the
superiority of the past over the present, at least partly from
the individualism and revolt against authority of the esthete.
It proves that civilization is "nothing but a vast edifice of
sham, and the war, instead of its crumbling, was its fullest
and most ultimate expression,n25
While the critics, in their outrage over the specific
slurs at the army and the war ideals, missed the fundamental
criticism of modern society that Three Soldiers contained,
the part of the novel's philosophy that they did understand
was enough to make them--while admitting the brilliance and
power of the book--to make them wish in very violent terms
that it had never been written.

Their understanding of the

book, however limited, was essentially right,

lt

would have

been better for the world of the timorous, the complacent, the
decorous, and the neo-Humanist if Three Soldiers had never been
written.

lt was their world that was threatened by it.

For

Three Soldiers not only announced e. new, significant American
novelist, but also emphasized the.t his was neither en uncritice.l nor complacent talent.
25 John Dos Passos, 'l'hree Soldiers, p. 225.
;;
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CHAPTER III
CITY AS VILLAIN

Manhattan Transfer, published in 1925, marks a new departure in Dos Passos 1 writing,

It is a major novel presen-

ting not merely a character or even a social class, but an
entire city--the City of New York,

Obviously, the magnitude of

the subject affects the characteristics of the novel.

It is

drawn on a large scale, for Dos Passos hoped to construct--from
the more than two hundred episodes, from the fifty or more
main characters, from the multitude of minor characters, from
the sharply etched vignettes and broad sweeps--he hoped to con-·
struct from this mosaic a picture containing all the multitudinous life and color of a great city,

He carne as near to

succeeding as anyone ever has, for as Sinclair Lewis wrote,
Manhattan Transfer

con~ains

the sense, the smell, the sound,

the soul, the panorama, of New York,l

In the nearly two hun-

dred thousand words of the novel--for it is a long book--he
has covered some twenty-five years of the growth and decay not
only of the characters one meets in the book, but of the whole
mass of the city--the millions whom you feel hauntingly behind
the persons named and chronicled,

Almost any other novelist

would have had to take a million words to convey all the personalities and moods which are here completely expressed, but
1 Sinclair Lewis, Manhattan Transfer, p. 14,

.
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Dos Passos, by careful selection and by breaking away from
tradition, achieved all this in the space of Manhattan Trans~·

Choosing the more typical New Yorkers, he cut a swath

that crosses class lines; millionaire and bum are included as
a matter of course.

Then he cut through the traditional re-

straints on the selection of
Dickens and

Fieldin~

characte~s.

Novelists such as

had boldly incluqed all classes and types,

but they never introduced a character that was not in some way
related to one of the other characters.

Invariably a charac-

ter had to have either some influence on, or personal contact
with, other characters.

In presenting New york City, Dos

Passos introduced many characters who never came in contact
with any of the other characters.

Sometimes they enter the

panorama for just two paragraphs and then disappear into the
depths of the city again; sometimes we follow their experiences
through the book without seeing their lives cross the lives of
the other characters,

Their experiences have their own sig-

nificance as a part of the life of the city.

Another way in

which Dos Passos broke away from the traditional methods of
the novel was to leave out the transitions that were felt to be
so necessary in the older novels,

It would have been impossible

to present all the experiences of so many characters, of course.
Aside from the fact that it would have been boring, there
would have been neither time nor space for such an effort,
he not only omitted experiences of sub-marginal importance,
but he boldly ignored them,

Thus we follow the characters

So
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through the novel, meeting them during only their most significant and dramatic moments,
'

important experiences.

There is no allusion to their less

Only significant episodes are inter-

woven into a polyphony of city life,
Here, then, is Dos Passos' picture of New York in all
her "roaring, thundering, incalculable, obscene, magnificent
------cloL·.Y. •12-Bu.rrts----a:nd-u-on-u-b-rokers, n1cltlodeons and skyscrapers,

taxi-cabs and ferry boats, slumgullicn and breasts of pheasant,
canned heat and martinis,

Here are the dull, grinding lives

that slowly run down like eight-day clocks; here are the wild
coincidences that you read about in the newspaper and blink-because Gus, the milkman, saw a pretty girl, his wagon was hit
by a train, he won $10,000 and became an important politician,
This is the city of the slow walk of the policeman in blue, of
the continual wail of the fire engine's siren, of fleeting en·counters.
Under the arclight that spluttered pink and greenedged
violet the man in the checked suit passed two girls, The
full-lipped oval face of the girl nearest to him; her
eyes were like a knife-thrust. He walked a few paces then
turned and followed them fingering his new satin necktie,
He made sure the horseshoe diamond pin was firm in its
place, , , , In the crowd crossing Columbus Circle he
lost sight of them. He hurried down Broadway block after
block. The full lips, the eyes like the thrust of a knife,
He stared in girls' faces right and left~ Where could she
have gone? He hurried on down Broadway.
This is the city of beauty.

.J

2

Ibid,, 14,

3

John Dos Passos, Manhattan Transfer, P• 61,

Dusk gently smooths crispangled streets. Dark presses
tight the steaming asphalt city, crushes the fretwork of
windows and lettered signs and chimneys and watertanks
and ventilators and fire-escapes and moldings and patterns and corrugations and eyes and hands and neckties
into blue chunks, into black enormous blocks. Under the
rolling heavier heavier pressure windows blurt light.
Night crushes bright milk out of arclights, squeezes the
sullen blocks until they drip red, yellow, green into
streets resounding with feet. All the asphalt oozes
light. L~ght spurts from lettering on roofs, mills dizzily among wheels, stains rolling tons of sky,4
Merely reading the titles of the first five chapters brings
the city to mind vividly:

"Ferryslip", "Metropolis", "Dollars",

"Tracks", "Steamroller".
The influence of the movies on Manhattan Transfer is
discernable.

'lhe rapidity of the story, the short episodes

and rapid transitions all remind one very powerfully of the
•·
movies, And at the head of each chapter is a very interesting
paragraph in italics.

Sometimes it is like the paragraph that

was quoted just above, but often it has a remarkable resemblance to a photographic montage.
makers~

Invented by the Russian movie

the photographic montage is now common, but it is still

very effective.

'lhe very rapid sequence of many jumbled

pictures, often double printed and at odd angles, it may be
used as a dramatic, transitional or summarizing device.

Much

the same effect is gained by Dos Passos in the following kaleidoscopic paragraph:
Noon on Union Square, Selling out.• Must vacate. WE
HAVE MADE A TERRIBLE MISTAKE. Kneeling on the dusty asphalt little boys shine shoes lowshoes tans buttonshoe~

~·
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The sun sh-T.nes like a dandelion on the toe
of each new-shined shoe. Right this way buddy, mister
miss maam at the back of the store our new line of
fancy tweeds highest value lowest price • • • Gents, misses,
ladies, cutrate, , ,WE HAVE MADE A TERRIBLE MISTAKE.
Must vaca te,
Noon sunlight spirals dimly into the chopsuey joint.
Muted music spirals Hindustan, He eats fooyong, she eats
•
chowmein, They dance with their mouths full, slim blue
jumper squeezed to black slick suit, peroxide curls
against black slick~h~a~i~r~·~~~~~~--~~--~~~~~--------~-
----------------:Down-F'ourteentn.-street, Glory Glory comes the Army,
striding lasses, Glory Glory four abreast, the rotund
shining, navy blue, Salvation Army band,
Highest value, lowest price, Must vacate,5
c-xfrJrc1~,

These paragraphs heading the chapters are also interesting because the two elements in them become separate devices in the later work, U.S.A.:

the more personal elements

from them become the Camera Eye; the signs and scraps of song
develop into the News Reel,

But ignoring the fact that these

paragraphs are the forerunners of certain devices in u.s.A. or
that they resemble a montage, they are very effective in
themselves and their own excuse for being,
The previous quotation made from Manhattan Transfer beginning, "Dusk gently smooths crispangled, •• " is an example
of the more

e~pressionistic,

highly colored, and, at the same

time, more personal aspect of the chapter heads.

There is an

oteliousJ!lttempt to bridge the gap between prose and poetry, and,
just as obviously, there is an intimate kinship between these

.

descriptions and the purple passages in Three Soldiers and
Streets
5

lEl9:. ,

~ ~

144 •

Night.

However, because in Manhattan Transfer
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Dos Passos he.s carefully limited such passages to one paragraph a chapter, which is printed in italics at the head of
the chapter, he has indicated his consciousness of their
unfitness to be an integral part of the text,

•

in Manhattan Transfer, they are very effective,

As presented
A meal con-

sisting of red pepper would not be very palatable, but a
proper amount of spice adds zest to good food,

Theee para-

graphs add zest to Manhatts.n Transfer,
The less subjective aspect of these pars.graphs·-bits of
popular songs, quotations from advertisements, and headlines-serve the same function, and more than that, give the mental
scraps and fragments that are whirling around in practically
every New Yorker's head--from Bowery bum to Long Island swank,
As such, they are a brillian(evocation of the times,

And

while Dos Passes has placed this material in the italicized
paragraphs, he has been wise enough to weave it also into the
lives of his characters,

This not only adds to their signifi-

cance as parts of their milieu, but also sets the time of their
actions.

For instance, the morning that George Baldwin had a

nasty argument with his wife about another woman, he glanced
at t_. head lines of the newspaper to read about the murder of
the Archduke of Austria, , ,6 and went on arguing.

The unob-

trusive use of this device all the way through the book is one
6

For other examples see Manhattan Transfer, pp. 12, 17, 23,
50, 67, 154, 162, 169 1 183, 192, 218, 271, 278, 298, The
spec:i.n.c :reference to the Archduke's murder occurs on p,
162,
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of the very fine stylistic qualities of Manhattan Transfer,
The swiftly shifting scenes and multitude of characters are
t~e

flesh on a skeleton of time,

From 1898 to the years

after the World War, through stock market boom to stock market
crash, these people of New York are followed, the threads of
their lives crossing and snarling, but all arranged in thi.s
----------~t~e~mpo~-.limension.

All these like stars j.n Time are set,
They vanish but can never pass;
The Sun that with them fades is yet
Fast-fixed as they in Time like glass.7
The rapid presentation of the story is coupled with a quick
style that is both conversational and colored,

It is full of

tastes, views, odors, and feelings etched in a phrase because
there is not space enough for a paragraph.
book is full of them--is
pouring coffee."8

11

An example--the

the dead codfish eyes of the waiter

On the whole, I thought the style of Man-

hgttag Tz.:Elsfer was e)(cellent.
not always effective,

Perhaps, however, one triok is

Dos Passes runs certain words together.

Just in the quotations from the book that have been given are
•

the examples:

greenedged, lowshoes, buttonshoes, cutrate,

chopsuey, fooyong, and chowmein.

Now, this is a technical de-

vice that Dos Passes uses in nearly all his novels, in greater
or lesser degree.

As it occurs mainly in his trilogy, u.s.A.,

7

Walter James Turner, In Time Like Glass, (in Yeats' ~he Oxford~ of ModernVerse],p:-296.
- - --

8

John Dos Passes, Manhattan Transfer, p. 224,

however, the consideration of it will be deferred until the
next chapter,
The bree.dth of Manhattan Transfer, while it is not to be
found in his earlier novels, is not incompatible with Dos Passes' previous writing.

Tendencies toward it may be found

even in Dos Passos 1 first two novels,

Like Aldous Huxley

and Sir Walter Scott, he does his best work on a large canvas,
Dos Passos has never been able to give a fragment the significance that, say, Hemingway gives it,

While Dos Passos often

writes brilliantly in little episodes, it is the cumulative
effect of his large novels that is impressive,

In Dos Passos'

first novel One Man's Initiation--1917, which was published in
1920, the same episodic method used in Manhattan Transfer is
used,

And, slight as the novel is, there is the attempt to

show the effect of the war on a fairly large number of characters, there are rapid transitions, and a dispersion of interest
among many characters rather than a focusing on one chare.cter,
In fact, this is the greatest fault of the book, aside from a
certain immaturity; it fails to hang together,

In Three Soldiers

Dos Passos again attempted to give a cumulative, aggregate
picture of army discipline rather than the personal ezperiences
of one or two men,

(Possibly because of the lack of unity in

his first novel, however, he selected three typical characters
to follow in their experiences.)

So we see that the scope of

Manhattan 'l'ransfer, instead of illustrating a new direction

..,..-.

·-·········

---

...

48

taken by Dos Passes, is merely a result of earlier tendencies,
Even the rapid treatment can be found in his first book,
Manhattan Transfer is a story of defeat,

From the first

page about the new-born baby to the last, describ:tng Jimmy
Herf, the hero, turning his back on the c:tty, it is the story of
the birth, growth, rebellion, EJ.nc1, finally, the defeat of its
characters.

There are two we:y-B in wh:b h they E;re defeated,

With some of them it is because they never

11

succeed 11

fln~?.ncially,

They are what the world calls fa:tlures, and, whlle Dos Passos
is objective, one can feel his sympathy for them between the
lines--for the thin, unhealthy Jewish radlcal, for the

11

scab-

bing 11 seamstress, for the bungllng cigar store hold-up man,
and for the poor farm boy who came to the city,

But, sympa-

thetic or not, Dos Passos shows them defeated smashingly and
ultimately,

And there is no softening o:fl sentimentalizing of

the characters of the down-trodden,
by succeeding financially.

The others are defeated

And the frustration of these

characters is shown to be even more intimate and devastating;
·when they lose their zest for life--progress! vely as they make_
more money--they lose even the hope of happiness.

As George

Baldwin, successful lawyer, put it:
11

Why should I go up to Washington into that greasy
backwater when I'm right on the spot where they give the
orders? , The terrible thing about having New York go
stale on you is that there's nowhere else. It's the
top of the world. All we can do is go round and round .
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in a squirrel cage,9
Perhaps the best realized ch"racter in the book is a beautiful
and intelligent actress,

By the time the book ends, her name

is Ellen (Elaine, Helene) Thatcher Oglethrope Herf Baldwin.
She has made her own way and has been successful without too
much trouble.
book,

Why?

Yet she is tired and worn out by_the_end_of_the--Why are all the people in Manhattan Transfer

"done in" by the time the final scene is reached?

As far as

one can judge from the text of the book, it is the effect
of the city life, of the eternal scrabbling for money,
Jimmy Herf puts it,

11

As

I 1 d be willing to risk elephantiasis and

bubonic plague and spotted fever to get out of this hole,ulO
The influence of the war on the ethical judgments implicit in Manhattan Transfer is, however, very strong.

The hard-

working young men are shown as vulgar climbers; the rich, the
socially elect, and the lawyers are all portrayed with subtle
animus.

For the policeman, symbolizing authority, there is the

old hate that was expressed in 'l'hree Soldiers toward the
m:Llitary police.

It is obvious in this sentence:

"A pii>lice-

man's ballbearing eyes searched his face as he passed, a stout
blue co1Ullll1 waving a nightstick,"ll and in the phrase, "gorillafaced chipontheshoulder policemen. " 12 And, in a lim! ted sense,
9

John Dos Passos, Manhattan Transfer, p. 220,

10 Ibid,, 174.
11

j

i

12

~··
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226,
289.
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Dos Passes is moral in the way that the old melodramas were:
he rewards the

11

good 11 people and punishes his villains,

The

one unadulterated success--both personally and financially-in the entire book is Congo Jake, a tough, unambitious Frenchman.

He becomes a millionaire

bootle~ger

(calling himself

the Marquis des Coulominiers), and his money, because it is
made outside of the law and thereby untainted in Dos Passes'
eyes, brings him happiness, , • •

Because the preceding re-

marks are abstract statements of the implicit ethics of
Hattan Transfer, they tend to exaggera,te the picture,

~

On

first reading, the integrity and objectivity of Dos Passes
are felt constantly; the subtlety and artistry of the characterization which makes every person vital is just as constant,
These are the things that are felt most strongly on the first
reading of the book,

It is only after some study of the novel

that the values of the author emerge,
The most important character in Manhattan Transfer is
Jimmy Herf,

He is worth considering,

hotels with an invalid.mother,

As a boy he lives in

ln what I think are some of the

best scenes in the book, we see him spending the afternoons in
his own room (the door locked) at the hotel reading the encyclopaedia on the bed and eating chocolate creams; then falling
asleep in the stuffy room and waking after crushing the chocolates in his sleep.

Wnen he grows up he becomes a reporter,

and becomes very depressed,
and create,

He wants to get away from the city

'l"here are some other things that make him unhappy,

but it is mainly the fact that society and the city are frusJ
.

il11t
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trating his artistic instincts,

We follow Jimmy Herr, under

the:'sympathetic guidance of the author, through the novel
listening to him talk, watching him slowly gather himself together, and steel himself for a great effort,

Finally, after

passing through e. number of painful experiences, he succeeds
in cutting all his connections--emotional and financial--with
New York City, and the book ends with his leaving the city,
At last he has freed himself; he will create now,
very fine, except fQr one thing.

This is all

Dos Passos has succeeded in

making a likeable person; he has not succeeded in making him
an artist,

And this failure of characterization vitiates the

whole point of the book,

For b;y showing Jimmy as a little

person, a weak person, Dos Passos has robbed all his struggles
of their tragic quality,

They are merely pathetic, and

, , • mean misery piles on mean misery, petty misfortune
follows petty misfortune, and despair becomes intolerable
because it is no longer even significant or important,l3
'l'o make the escape of such a little person the climax of such
a big book reminds one of the mountain that labored and brought
forth a mouse.
It is obvious that this weakness in Manhattan Transfer is
analogous 'to the weakness in Three Soldiers and, for that
matter, Streets of the Night,

All of these books show the de-

feat of the artist by society--Andrews in Three Soldiers, Han13 Joseph Wood Krutch, The Modern Temper, p, 129,
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shawe 1 s yearnings were uncommonly like green-sickness.

We have

already shown that this fault is partly caused by the stereotypes of the art novel.

Just as he went out of his way to

defeat himself, so, in Manhattan Transfer, did Ellen Thatcher
meet the enemy half way.

When the lawyer, George Baldwin, asks

her to marry him, though she despises him, she agrees
convincing reasons are given for her action.

~'his

~~. __Nn______

is also a

part of the art novel tradition, for, as inevitable defeat is
one of the premises of such a story, the author does not have
to prove it.

Yet it is rather regrettable that a writer of Dos

Passos 1 power, with as strong a grip on reality as he has,
should show such a weakness.
Why Dos Passos cannot create a believable character who is
an artist is practically impossible to answer.

Perhaps, how-

ever, a small book of poems that he translated from the French
of Blaise Cendrars will throw a little light on his incapacity,
Bntitled Panama;

~'

~Adventures

of

Mz Seven Uncles, it was

published in 1931, that is, in the middle of Dos Passos' most
mature period (so far).

In the preface of this translation he

professes the highest admiration for the verse.

It is, in Dos

Passos' translation, informal, vernacular ver.se ·fUll of stream
o f consciousness and modern disintegra.tion.

Now, here are

two characteristics which to my mind show it to be rather adolescent; there is a modern he.rd-boiled sentimentality--that is,
sentimentality about prostitutes; and there is the following

i

Jlj
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whimsicality:
But .just to please you I '11 add with ink
Two three words
And a big blot
A big blot so that you can't read theml4
'!his is, I believe, (without using the word in a derogatory

this verse so much explains the weakness of all his artistic
characters.

They are sensitive and appealing, but they are

a dolescents.

As mature men of depth and insight, they do not

exist • • • ,

Dos Passes must have become aware of his incapa-

city after the writing of Manhattan Transfer (1925),

He has

never written another book containing an important character
who was an artist,
So he has solved this problem by the simple expedient
of turning his back on it,

l feel that this was an unhappy

solution, because it is one of Dos Passes' thorough-going impulses to portray the artist against the world,

~bis

is

pa rtly because the artist is the only personality that he
admires and accepts with condescension~ 5 He sides with the
down-trodden and the rebel, as we have seen, but he never
14 Blaise Cendrars, Pan9E1a, p. 108.
lE e. e, m.1ll1Xl1i.ne;s, whose college and war experiences paralleled Dos Passes', also feels t.his, This is interesting
because cummings, succeeding where Dos Passes failed,
has made the artist t.he hero of practically all his
writing,
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completely identifies himself with them,

Because he sees so

clearly the futility and fruitlessness of their lives, he
unconsciously exaggerates their unhappiness,

But, as Margeret

Marshall has pointed out, they are not endowed with his vision,
and are therefore not so unhappy. , , ,16

Again it must be

understood that this is a subtle fault,
As a matter of fact, Manhattan Transfer is imports.nt
partly because of the note of rebellion against the stifled,
constricted lives that people live in New York,

Dos Passos'

strong feelings endow the novel with nobility and passion,
And in this great surge of life the faults are as the pinpoint of a piccolo note in a symphonic crescendo,

For

Manhattan Transfer is Dos Passos 1 symphony of New York,

It

has the largeness and exuberance of a work by a young master,
He not only refused the subject-matter of his pred ecessors,
but he forged his own form,

And, unlike Proust and Stein and

Joyce, who did the same, his novel is more than a successful
tour de force, for not only the literary expert but the
common reader can devour it with pleasure,

It is interesting

to any reader while, all too often the novels of the other
innovators are, as Sinclair Lewis puts it, "• • ,treatises on
harmony, very scholarly and confoundedly dull; Manhattan Transfer is the moving symphony itself, 1117
Ma rg_§.ret Marshall, "John Dos Passos", ~Nation, CIII, p,l7L
(January 6, 1940)
17 John O'Hara's Butterfield 5 1 published in the late '30's,
shows the influence of Miinhattan Transfer. His picture of
Naw Yorlc, while lacking the breadth of Dos Passos r , was
accla.imed by the critics,

16

j
:-:il

-
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The fact that Dos Passos' selection of the City of New
York as his subject influenced his techniques, the fact the.t
his war experiences influenced his ethical attitude toward
the characters, the fact that Dos Passos' personal philosophy
influenced the plot enough to defeat nearly every character-these facts are evidences of the interrelations between Dos
Passos 1 personal philosophy, his objectives, his techniques,
and his Zeitgeist,

•

•
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CEAPTEH lV
NATION AS VILLAIN
The subject of

u.s.A.

1a

Amerio~n

society from the year
1900--denoted by the headlines "NOISE GREETS NEW CENTURY" 1 -to 1929--denoted by WALL STREET STUNNED"2.
made up

of~~ ~P~a~r~a~l=l~e~l

and~

Big Money (1936).

It ie a trilogy

(1930), Nineteen Nineteen (1932)

The symbolism of these three titles

is apparent--the forty-second parallel outs across the United
States on the line of Salt Lake City, Omaha, Pittsburg, and
New York; the second part of the trilogy brings the story down
to 1919; and the last part contains the
the twenties.

11

big money" days of

Through these yeHrs we follow the parallel

stories of a.number of typical Americans.

There is Mao, the

journeyman printer, who is allied with the

r.w.w.,

travels all over the United States and Mexico.
Janey, the stenographer and secretary.

and who

There is

There is J. Ward

Moorehouse, who is the typical American success.

There is

Daughter, a typical, wholesome American girl from Texas.
are too many more to name--Margo Dowling, movie queen; Joe
1 John Dos Passes, The ~ Parallel, p. 4.
2 John Dos Passes, The Big Money, p. 519.

There
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Williams, seaman; Richard Ellsworth Savage, bright young man;
and so on.

All these characters are part of American society

as presented in Dos Passes' tremendous tr.ilogy of more than
1500 pages, U.s.A.
Such a work by an American novelist and about America is
utterly unique in its scope.

And there are not many novelists

---------.CYf---wo-r-1-u-wi--a:e x•eputat1on who have cut such a swath,
Co~edie

Balzac 1 s

Humaine and Zola's novels both present a rather com-

plete picture of France.

And the series,

~

£!

~

!1!1

1

now being written by Jules Romain, presents the history of
modern France,

But all these writers take a large number of

volumes for their picture,

Perhaps the one novel that most

successfully achieves what Dos Passes is·attempting in U.S.A,

--

is Tolstoy's great War and Peace,

Here, in what many critics

have called the greatest novel ever written, Tolstoy presents
a magnificent picture of Russia whicl;l includes the greatest
and the least of her inhabitants,
In U.S.A, Dos Passes has attempted to present just as
full a picture of present-day America, and, because of the
breadth of his subject, because of the heterogeneity and speed
of modern life, he felt impelled to present it in a newer and
more effective way,

The changes in social structure and in

ideological currents had brought new experiences, and these
experiences refused to be crowded into the old forms,3

Thus

the breadth of u.s.A, is not only unique among American novels,

,

3 Max Lerner and Edwin Mims 1 _ 11 Li tera ture, 11 Encyclopaedia of
Social Sciences, IX, p, 529,
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but the technical presentation gives the book a world-wide
importance.

It is one of the most important experimental

novels of our time.
The four methods used to present society are well known
to all critics of Dos Passos.

Each serves a purpose.

The

narration limns the characters that Dos Passos has created in
order to show the various types and strata in modern American
society.

The twenty-seven Biographies present the famous

men and women who have either influenced America or are part
of the folk lore.
of the period.

The Newsreels set the time and the temper

The Camera Eye relieves the objectivity and

almost sociological tone of the book with the personal feelings
of the author.

All these devices are carefully spaced and re•

lated with an eye to the greatest effect and variety.

It is

as though a powerful and rapid spotlight were moving agilely
from subject to

subject-~a

flash of the author's mind thrown

into relief, then the experiences of a mid-Western mechanic,
then a jumble of headlines and songs, next the life of Ve_blen,
then the experiences of a New York public relations man--and
so on.

This mixture of the specific and the general, of fact

and fiction is made in order to capture as much of America as
possible.
The four specific methods of
tion.

The Camera

derstand.

~7es

e~position

are worth examina-

are perhaps the most difficult to un-

They are short, unpunctuated selection of highly

personal memories and feelings.

There is no doubt that it is

.. "1 .
l
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in them that Dos Passes speaks of his personal experiences,
that in them he has followed Blaise Cendrars' advice to "Give
yourself up to the haphazard leaps of memory: "4

In the first

place, if we think of the entire u.s.A. as a motion picture
(including a news reel), then it becomes obvious that the

ce. lled the Camera Eye,

To this clue may be added more than

enough internal evidences.

Dos passes can be followed from

his childhood eHperiences through to his maturity,

While he

avoids the first per"on and uses other methods purposely to
confuse the reader, one may surmise that Dos Passes was called
11

Jack 11 in his youth, because this name occurs in the early

Camera Eyes,5
11

Later he refers to himself a.s "yours truly"6,

one"7, or avoids any term of personAl reference.

are denoted by cRp:tta.lizing pronouns such as in
about law reform"8 or

11

11

his parents
He talked

She was feeling well for once". 9

capitalization is ordinarily eschewed in the
is more obvious than it would seem,

C~era

As

Eyes, this

There is a reference to

4 Blaise Cendrars, Panama, p, 28.
5 John Dos Passes, Forty-Second Parallel, pp, 13, 28, and 85,
6 Ibid,, p, 242,
7 Ibid,
8 Ibid., p. 174,

9 Ibid, P• 173.

The same thing occurs on pp. 13 and 28,
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"Northern Neck,"l0 where we know thnt Dos Passes lived, and
we get a glimpse of the author in a private English school,ll
lG.ter at college or, as Dos Passes put it, "four years under
the ether cone breathe deep 1112 Then in CBlllera Eye (28) we
learn of the death of his mother and father and are given this
cryptic history of his war experiences:
washing those wlndows
K. p •

cleaning the sparkplugs with a pocketknife

A.w.o.L.l.'~

It is obvious how much this outline resembles the ex]Jeriences
of Andrews in Three Soldlers.

And just as Andrews was i.n a

hospltal, so is Dos Passos in CsJnera Eye (34)14.

Later we see

Dos Passes on the desert Blllong camelsl5 __meeting those elll:periences in the near East which he wrote about in his travel book
Orient Express.

One even reads of the Sacco-Vanzetti case in

Camera Eye (49)16.
The Camera Eyes, besides throwing light on Dos Passos 1
own experiences and beliefs, actually reproduce some of iohe
10

~··

p. 92.

_,

p. 58.

11 Ibid.

12 ~·· p. 301.
13 _
1919, . p. 9.
14 Ibid.,
PP• 174-177.
15
Ibid., pp. 29-31.

Cf. Three Soldiers, pp. 210-244.

16 John Dos Passos, The Big Money, pp. 435-437.

1"1
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fac ts from which he created his fiction.
alluded to some of them.

We have already

Others are experiences in the coal

mine strikel7 which were later embodied in Adventures 9_~ ~
Young Man (1939); a childish fight in Camera Eye (8)18 which
became a very vivid scene in Manhattan Transfer.

Camera Eye

(31), at the ladyphotographerrs studto,l9 supplied another
excellent scene for the same novel.
I have two reasons for attempting to show that Doe Passes
is writing of his own experiences and feelinge in the Camera
Eyes.

One is that many people have been puzzled by

Camera Eyes, including such an
Cowley.

e~cellent

~he

critic as Malcolm

This partly because the device, as has been pointed

out, is purposely obscure.

The first impression of the

reader is that these fragmentary and general bits of life are
not attached to any one individual; it is only after a fairly
close examination that the essential unity and personal
honesty of the Camera Eyes emerge.

A second reason for es-

tablishing the fact of personal reference in the Camera Eyes
is that near the end of the trilogy, in Camera Eye 46, Dos Passes
makes an amazing confession of his political philosophy which-possibly because carefully made obscure--has been missed by
critics.

This will be considered later in connection with the

17 Ibid., pp. 522-525.
18 John Dos Passos, Forty-Second Parallel, pp. 85•86; cf.
Manhattan Transfer, pp. 96-9 •
19 John Dos Passes, 1919, pp. 126-128; cf. Manhattan Transfer,
p. 340,
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political philosophy of Dos Passes.

While the general effect

of the Camera Eyes--the lack of punctuation and the free and
unlogical movement of thoughts--reminds one strongly of the
stream of consciousness device in James Joyce's Ulysses, the
two devices differ in many ways.

In Molly Bloom's long

reverie at the and of Joyce's ·nove120, the present sometimes
impinges on cons c i ou sne s s •

on---ttu:r-erth-e-r-hand--,-t-ha-G-ame-r-s.c-------'--

Eyes contain only memories and, because of this, are both
more chaotic and more passionate.

They seem to be, like T.

s.

Eliot's poetry, "a pattern of diverse impressions instead of
any statement about life, n21

Thus, in many ways they are

allied with much modern poetry which presents eEperience in
this way because

e~perience,

fragmentary as it strikes con-

sciousness, is felt to be that way essentially,22
Both the Camera Eyes

~d

the Newsreels are an outgrowth

of the short chapter heads in Manhattan Transfer. In the
Camera Eyes the scope of

u.s.A.

narrows to the point of view

of one individual; in the Newsreels the scope widens to the
20 James Joyce, Ulysses, pp. 723 to 768.
21 Stephen Spender, Destructive Element, p. 189.
22 R. P. Blackmore, "Notes on e.e. cummings' Language" in
Zabel and Morton, ed. Literary Opinion_!!! America,
pp. 558-582,. This in some ways is a result of T. E.
Hulme's Speculations and Bertrand Russell's philosophy.
Both revolted from the old monistic view of the universe.
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transitory contents of the entire social mind,

Here are the

fag-ends of yesterday's newspapers, yesterday's songs, yesterdays sayings.
or so.

This jumble usually occupies about a page

The chronology is carefully worked out within the

Newsreels, but Dos Passes found it impossible to correlate the
lives of all the characters with the time indicated in the
sixty-eight Newsreels.

For instance, Mary French and Margo

Dowling, who are introduced in the third volume of the trilogy,
do not fall into the pattern at the right place.
Now, while theoretically the Newsreel is a brilliant
method of bringing the tin:es vividly to mind, it does not work
out quite so successfully.

Too often there is only an intel-

lectua1 relevance between the Newsreels and the rest of

u.s.A.

The reader understands the relation, but he does not feel it,
Perhaps if these fragments had been shovm acting upon the
characters of the Narrative section, they would have been more
effective.

As it is, they dissipate the effect of

u.s.A.

rather

than integrate it.
And even if the segregation of these snippets of the soc ial mind is accepted, there is a further question, I am sorry
to say.

Are these fragments as effective as a fuller selection?
LENINE FLEES TO FINLAND

Here I am snug as a bug in a rug on this third day of
October. It was Sunday I went over and got hit in the
left leg with a machinegun bullet above the knee. l am
in a base hospital and very comfortable. I am writing
with my left hand as my right one is under my head,

:t
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STOCK MARKET STRONG BUT NARROW
Some day I 1 m going to murder the bugler
Some day they're going to find him dead
I'll dislocate his reveille
And step upon it heavily
And spend
the rest of my life inbed23
Newsreel XXXI is the only one in u.s.A. which does not consist of these bits of prose.

l t is a single page of prose

which describes the execution of the czar and his family by
the Soviets.

In dramatic impact and relevance this Newsreel

exceeded all the others.24

Perhaps it would have been better

if all the Newsreels had used this method.
The third type of exposition in u.s.A. is the Biography.
There are twenty-seven scattered throughout the trilogy;
most of them are four or five pages in length.

They contain

same of the most brilliant writing that Dos Passes has ever
done.

Compact, hard-hitting and inveterately interesting,

there is nothing else quite like these biographies in literature.

vVhile the critical mind of the author is much in evi-

dence, they are objective rather tha.n personal.

Considering

the fact that many of the subjects are still alive, the outspoken honesty of Dos Passos is surprising.

l t must be under-

stood, however, thah whlle these biographies are not written
23 John Dos Passes, 1919, p. 178.
is in italics.

The selection from the song

24 Malcolm Cowley, one of the best critics of Dos Passes, also
believes that, while the Newsreels accomplish their function, they are not interesting reading.
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to white-wash, neither are they muck-rak:l.:ilgs,

Humanly and

critically, they retail the lives of twenty-seven Americans
as seen by Dos Passes.
These Americans may be considered as typical and important
to twentieth century American life as any thHt could have
been selected,

There is Eugene Debs, the Socialist; Luther

Burbank, who has changed our diet; Big Bill Haywood, the old time
le.bor leader; William Jennings Bryan, "The Boy Ora tor of the
Platte 11 ;25 Minor C, Keith, the banana king; Andrew Carnegie;
'l'homas Edison; Steinmetz, who with Edison has changed our life;
Bob LaFollette, the liberal congressman; John Reed, the pla.yboy who became a radical; Randolph Bourne, the liberal ahead
of his time; 'l'heodore hoosevel t; Paxton Hibben, the "Hoosier
Q.uixote 112 6; Woodrow 1Nil son, or as he was called in Euroi'e,
"Meester Veelson"; the hov.se of N;orgBn; Joe Hill, a martyred
I,W,W, organizer; Wesley Everest, another labor organizer who
was lynched; the unknown soldier; Frederick Winslow Taylor,
the inventor of modern industrial efflciency; Henry Ford,
who as an old man became a "passionate antiquarian 11 ; 27

Thors-

tein Veblen, the incisive economist; Isadora Duncan, the
dancer;

Rodolfo Guglielmi, later Rudolph Vslentino;

Wilbur

Wright, the inventors of the airplane; Frank Lloyd Wright,
25 John Dos Passos, 42nd Parallel,
PP• 169-173.
26 John Dos Passos, 1919, pp. 178-184,
27 John Dos Passos, The Big Monel, p. 56,
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Amerlca 1 s greatest archj_tect; Wllliam Re.ndolph Hearst, newspaper proprietor Dar excellence; Samuel Insull, dlrector of
"eightyfive companies, chairman of sixtyfive, president of
eleven; 11 28 and, last of all, "Vag", who is any _A.mer:tcan FJ.nywhere, down on his luck.
cluding

11

These twenty-eight characters (in-

Vag 11 ) add a great deal to the trilogy; it is sur-

prising what the omission of bhese one hundred and. twenty-five
pages or would mean,

It would be like the loss of a dimens•ton.

Aside from their value as isolated pieces of fine writing,
they

~>re

important ln another way,

'l'hey are one of the most

admirable solutions that Dos Passes has made to a part of the
problem which he set himself; the presentation of twentieth
century American society,

In order to achieve this objective

it was imperative that many of the moulders of that society
should be included.

Yet, involving their stories with those

of the fictional characters leads to all sorts of difficulties.
There would necessarily hE•ve to be a certE\in amount of dramatization and thereby a loss of authenticity.

Further, it would

be an impossibility to introduce so many famous characters into
the plot without straining the credulity of the reader.

And

the telegraphic compactness of the -lives 1would have been impaired.

So the decision of Des Passes to intersperse short,

factual biographies throughout u.s.A.

was a wise solution to

the problem.
While the biographies are written in prose and are punc28 ~·· p. 529 •

. ·.·.j
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tuated to a certain e~tent, they are broken into irregular patterns in order to give significance to the words, which are
often allusive and packed with overtones.

•rhere is a super-

ficial resemblance to Mari.anne Moore's poetry.

J:i'or instance,

John Reed's experiences after graduating from Harvard are described thus:
Washington Square!
Conventional turns out to be a cussword;
Villon seeking a lodging for the night in the Italian
tenements on Sullivan Street, Bleecker, Carmine;
research proves R.L.S. to have been a great cocksman,
and as for the Elizabethans
to hell with them.
Ship on a cattleboat and see the world have adventures
you can tell funny stories about every evening; a man's
got to love • • • the quickening pulse the feel that today
in foggy evenings footsteps taxicabs women's eyes • • •
many things in his life.
Europe with a dash of horseradish, gulp Paris like an
oyster;29
Some of the biographies quote newspaper accounts30 or the words
of the subject3l very effectively.
Hibben32 alternates the Who's
words.

'I'he biography of Paxton

!t£ account with Dos Passos' own

Sometimes as impressionistic as the quoted selection ·

from the John Reed selection, the biographies are at other times
cold and factual.
ject.

The style changes with the modd and the sub-

Sometimes there is a subtle onomatopoeia.

For instance,

29 John Dos Passos, 1919, p. 13.
30 John Dos Passos, The Big Money, pp. 278-285.
31 Ibid., pp. 93-105 (Veblen); pp. 19-25 (Taylor).
241-250 (Woodrow Wilson).
3 2 John Dos Passos, 1919, pp. 178-184.

1919, pp.
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the flow of the following words suggests the flow of Veblen's
mind:
Veblen,
a greyfaced shambling man lolling resentful at his
desk with his cheek on his hand, in a low sarcastic mumble
of intricate phrases subtly paying out the logical inescapable rope of matteroffaot for a society to hang itself
_ _ _ _ ___,.._b~y•,-.:··-d1ssect~ng out the century wi~h a scalpel go keen, so
so comical, so exact that the profesSOJ:'S and students
ninetenths of th~ time didn't know it was there, and the
magnates and the respected windbags and the applauded
loudspeakers nev(lr knew it was there,33
~he

rative,

fourth type of

e~position

within u.s.A. is the nar•

In a compact and vernacular prose that is unequivo-

cally Dos Passos' own, the parallel lives of the characters run
through the trilogy,

Each narration is told entirely from the

view-point of its subject,

And, while the lives of many of the

main characters cross and influence others, essentially the
narrative portion of the novel is made up of a number of entirely discrete stories rather than one large plot,

Each story

is told consecutively and chronologically without the hiatuses
ths.t were a part of the method in Manhattan Transfer,

They are

interrupted, however, not only b')l the other devices, but also
by the other stories,

Thus they are given an added signifi-

cance because of this relationship with the other parts of
u.s.A.

Obviously, this is done to bring out the general

meaning that these

e~periences

have in relation to society,

33 John Dos Passos, The Big Money, p, 93,
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Dos Passos has attempted to tell the stories in spoken
rather than literary language, and, on the whole, he has been
very successful.

Sometimes, as in the following quotation,

he achieves a richness that is allied to poetry:
Twentyfive days at sea on the steamer Argyle, Glasgow,
Captain Thompson, loaded with hides, .chipping rust, daubing
red lead on steel plates tht1.t were sizzling hot griddles
in the sun, painting the stack from dawn to dark, pitchi~n~g~-----
and rolling in the heavy dirty swell; bedbugs in the bunks
in the stinking focastle, slumgulli~n for grub, • • • 34
While the narrative is always in the third person, it often
suggests the personality of its subject by its rhythm and
choice of words.

The fact that Eveline Hutchins is a small

girl is delightfully obvious in the following sentences:
On the floor below was Dr. Hutchin 1 s study where
Yourfather mustn't be disturbed, and Dearmother 1 s room
where she stayed all morning painting dressed in a
lavender smock. • • • . Your father was Dr. Hutchins but
Our Father art in heaven. When Yourfather stood beside
the bed at night to see that little girls said their prayers
Eveline would close her eyes tightscared.3q
Compare this with a paragraph from the story of Joe Williams,
a sailor:
The scoutcruiser took 'em into Glasgow, pretty well
shaken up by the chop of the Irish Sea, and they all stood
around in the drizzle on the dock while Cap'n Perry went
to find the American consul. • • • Joe went back to the
crowd and told 'em how they were prisoners there like they
were fritzes. Jez, it made tern sore. Flannagan started
34 John Dos Passos, 1919, p. 17.
35 ~·· p. 107.
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telling about how the frogs had arrested him one time
for getting into a fight with an orangeman in a bar in
Marseilles and had been ready to shoot him because they
said the Irish were all pro-German, Joe told about how
the limeys had run him in in Liverpool. They were all
grousing about how the whole business was a lousy deal
when Ben Tarbell the mate turned up with a~ old guy from
the consulate and told 'em to come along,3
This technique is used with great effect throughout the novel,
but It must be remembered that its purpose is not to tell the
story in the words of the hero of the story, but to suggest
his character;,

1hat is, Dos Passos has not allowed the tech-

nique to interfere with the vividness of his prose,

And here,

as in the Camera Eye, one may again see the influence of
Joyce's e~eriments,

1he characters in Ulysses also have

their own personal styles--Stephan Dedalus thinks in bright
images and fragmentary abstractions; Leopold Bloom in a rapid
and prosaic flow.

Possibly Gertrude Stein's early book,

Three Lives, also influenced Dos Passos,

It is the story of

three simple servant girls, told in monotonous, simple sentences.
Perhaps Dos Passos

h~1s

been most severely criticized by

reviewers and critics for his failure to individuali.ze his
characters.37

And his failure must be admitted,

While Dos

Passos carefully avoids dramatic cliches and stereotyped characters, his charac ters t€md to b0

ty:':'~':J.

'.hat is, h0 c-ften

sel0cts the general characteristic rather):l:' than the individual
36 Ibid,, p. 62-0,
37 cf. Marshall, Cowley, Lewishon,
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trait,

Becaus<'> of thJ.R hi_s incidents and plots are usually

remembered long after the characters are forgotten,
f9.irly be called a fault,

This may

Yet, it is understandable,

Because

Dos Passos took as his objective the presentation of modern
American society,he quite naturally selected those aspects of
humanity in his characters which would throw. the most light on
society.

Obviously, that meant the select:ton of the typ:tcal

and general characteristics rather than the personHl idiosyncrasies,

For example, in presenting a

cockta~l

party a

great part of Dos Passos' art would be expended in bringing out
its general che.ra.cteristics as vividly as possible,

On the

other hand, the average writer would attempt to do just the
opposite of this--he would select those details of the pe.rty
which in some way individualized it, set it apart,

Now,

while Dos Passos loses a certain amount of interest by selecting general characteristics, it must be admitted that such
a selection is consistent with the objective that he has set
himself,
Yet, if he were to follow this criterion of selection in
a thoroughgoing way, he would end by squeezing all the life
and individuality out of his characters.
not happen,

Of course, this does

There is only a tendency toward such a selection.

It is true, however, that sometimes certain of the

e~periences

of the chs.racters--snd some of the characters themselves--seem
to be more significant sociologically than artistically,

In

these sections Dos Passos has not mastered his material enough
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to project it artistically.

For instance, the later

e~erien

ces of Joe Williams, the sailor, were somewhat repetitious.
From the standpoint of sociology, and even life, for that matter, this repetition is all too true, but from the standpoint
of the reader it is merely boring.

In other places there is a

dull, factual presentation arising from the same cause,
Her husband, Uncle Joe, was foreman in a rolling mill.
Many years in the rolling mill had made him completely
deaf, but he claimed that actually in the mill he could
hear what was said perfectly. If it was summer he spent
Sunday hoeing his gardenpatch where he specialized in
lettuce and asters. In winter or in bad weather he'd
be sitting in the front room reading The Railroad Man's
Magazine. Aunt Betty would cook an elaborate dinner
from recipes out of The Ladies' Home Journal and they'%a
ask Eleanor to arrange the flowers on the dinnertable,
These facts are neither interesting in themselves nor especially
relevant to the plot in which they occur.

Artistically tri-

vial, they have a certain amount of sociological interest,
however, and were probably included for that reason.
The unfailing compac tness and objectivity of the narrative sections is one of the reasons for the great amount of
material that has been included in the trilogy.

Without this,

the breadth of the novel would have been impossible,
compactness has its faults,
the variety of mood.

For one thing, it tends to restrict

There is not time enough to build up

suspense or important scenes.

Pnd the scenes themselves are

sometimes skimped by lack of space,

38

Yet this

Because of this, there is

John Des Passes, 42nd Parallel, p. 212,
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a certain monotony of tone about the narratives.

Uninterrupted

by the other devices, they would lose much of their interest.
Another fault arising from the compactness of the narrative has
already been mentioned.
history tone.

It sometimes leads to factual, case

The depths and subtleties of humanity are missed.

So we must balance the faults and the virtues of the nar-

-----I"Rt-tve-:

on-the one nand-the .fa.urtsvmich have just been con-

sidered--some of them occasional, some of them pervasife;

on

the other hand the virtues--power, honesty, and ra.pidity. And
often there is a subtle under-current of satire or animus.
is never obvious.

The portrait of E. R. Bingham

in~

It

Big

Money contains the broadest satire anywhere in Dos Passos'
writing.

Yet Bingham--a millionaire patent medicine manufac-

turer who-is crazy on the subject of health and diet would not
be considered overdrawn in Sinclair Lewis.

It is a tribute to

the subtlety of Dos Passos' art the.t Bingham is considered exceptional.

Another of the fine aspects of the narratives is Dos

Passos' treatment of the violent and the unexpected.

He is

aware of the irrationalities, the oddities, and the coincidences of life and brings them home to the reader.

It may be one

sentence from a description of a brawl in a New Orleans dive-"The Chinks ran round mewing like a lot of damn gulls. 11 39

It may

be a tableau of a drunk--"There lay Doc, fast asleep, all
dressed up in a light gray suit 1md a straw hat with a burntout
39 Ibid., P• 400.

73

cigar sticking out of the corner of his mouth and the accordion beside him, 11 40

Or it may be the time that Joe Williat>1s 1

alone a.t the wheel of

r->

tr<unp stenmer miles .from land, sud-

dGnly "smelt roses ""honeysuckle maybe, 11 41

To the list of

excellences in the narrnt:i.ve must be a.dded the style,

It is

the spoken language serving as flexible prose,
--------~T f'

T_4-&=-A-=--e-on-t-!i!.---i-n-e-Gi-9;r-l-l-y-:Ghe-s-e-n-a-rr-a-t-:t-ve-s---,-------i-t-w-ou-3:-d-b-e•-----

called a naturalistic novel.

Romantic love--Joseph Wood

Krutch called it the universal do@na of the nineteenth century42 __ is gone, and in its plPce is the unsentimental end
cold delineation of passion,43

There is an honest presentation

of the seamy sides of life, an honest presentation of the
language of today.

:Further, there is a depressing, determin-

istic picture of life,

Nearly all the che.racters are defeated--

most of ·them lack the courage even to challange the universe,
much less win the

battl~.

Cold~y

and objectively the slow

drovming is described,
40 Ibid,
41 John Dos Passos, 1919, p. 55.

42 Joseph Wood Krutch, ~ Modern 'remper, passim. Krutch believes that this loss of the ideal of romantic love is
one of the characterlst:lcs of our tlme.
43 Characteristically, the neo-Humanists have mis-interpreted

the attitude of the author. For instance, the criticism
of c. F, McCole, one of the younger neo-Humanists, consists of a philliplc Bgainst the immorality and obscenity
of u.s.A. Actually, it is the author's honesty and sadness that one feels in reading these scenes.
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On the other hand, The Camera Eyes and the Biographies
contain a philosophy which is subtly at variance with the
p hilosophy of the narrative.

(This will be considered later,44)

And tlle Camera Eyes--thelr individuality and subjectivity-may be traced back to a source thEt is opposed to nature.lism,
This is the French symbolist school, which he.s had such
grea.t influence on modern poetry and prose,

r\

Around. the eighties

of the last century the symbolists began to uae various techniques in their poetry in order to communicate "unique personal feelings 11 45.

They e.ttempted to wri tE;J poetry tha.t ap-

proximated music; they confused the senses, confused the imaginary and real world, and believed that poetry was the private
concern of the poet,

"The 11 terary his tory of our time is to

a great extent that of the development of symbolism and of its
fusion or conflict with naturalism, 11 46

The naturalistic method

is completely capable of rendering the dirt and facts of

~ife,

·

but symbolism is best able to render the exaltation and psychological depths of life,

As we saw in the first chapter,

naturalism by itself is unable to express all that the modern
writer has to say,

When Joyce came to write Ulysses, he built

the novel's foundation on a very factual and naturalistic foundation, but he added a symbolist superstructure.
44 See below, p, 80 ff.
45 Edmund Wilson, Axel's Castle, p. 259,
46 Ibid,
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U.S.A.

also joins the symbolism to naturalism--or

rather collides symbolism with naturalism,

'l'here is no real

synthesis of the two methods such as was attained in

~lYsses,

Rather there is an alternation from one to the other--from
the Camera Eyes to the Narratives,
taposition is effective.

On the whole, this jux-

Yet there is a subtle incompati-

bility between the philosophies of the various methods of
exposition in the trilogy,
We have mentioned the pessimistic view t"-ken of modern
American life in the narratives,

Only two important chrac-

ters that come to mind seem to live with gusto--Bingham, the
patent medicine tycoon, and Margo, the movie star,47
both of the characters are satirized,

And

The rest of the charac-

ters live either dull or frustrated and unhappy lives,

A

large number commit suicide or die violently--Daughter commits suicide in an airopl:ane, Charley Anderson drinks himself
nearly to death and then runs into the side of a train,
Eveline Hutchins commits suicide,

Or, if they do not die, as

they become more successful, they become more unhappy.

Dick

Savage and J, Ward Moorehouse both are very successful by the
end of the trilogy and both are at the end of their tether,
This unhappiness arises, Dos Passes believes, because
modern American civilization contains the wrong values,

We are

47 Mac, one of the characters in the early part of the trilogy,
enjoys life, but, significantly, it is in Mexico that
he is happy. He is miserable in the United States.
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materialistic and money-mad, and our economic system is not
constructed to bring the maximum good to the greatest nwnber.
Dos Passes' political philosophy might be called that of a
militant liberal, but, while he has been sympathetic to the
Russian system, he has never entirely believed in Marxianism,48
Yet in U,S,A. Dos Passes has used one of Marx's theories as a
basic generalization about American society,

This is the doc-

trine of economic determinism--"the mode of production determines the character of the social, political, and intellectual life generally."49

And because Dos Passes considered the

"mode of production" in America wrong, he showed the people of
America to be unhappy--inevitably and in all classes.

Some

Critica50 have called Dos Passos a Marxian because of his use
of this theory, and this is perfectly legitimate,

But it must

be understood that this single theory was not the only theory
that Marx ever had, and that Dos Passes did not subscribe to the
others,
And there is reason to belie.ve that Dos Passos became
more and more dubious about even this single theory as the
writing progressed.

When the first volume of u.s.A. was pub-

48 See In All Countries, pp. 5-6. Also, for this human sympathy
forthe refugees of the Russian revolution, see Orient Express, p. 34.
49 Sidney Hook, "Materialism," Encyclopaedia
X, p. 216,

.2f

Social Sciences,

50 Granville Hicks, "John Dos Passos", The Bookman, LXV, p. 32,
John Chamberlain, {8'arewell to RefO'I'm;' p. 110. Matthew
Jossephson, review of 1919, saturday Review of Literature,
VIII, p. 600.
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lished in 1930, it was advertised as the first part of a projected tetralogy; the work never got further than a trilogy,
Why?

As we shall see, it was possibly because of a profound

change in Dos Passos 1 opinion and interpretation of modern
American life,

Seemingly the decision to cut the length of

the work was made after the completion of the second volume,
At least there is a break in the chronology and in the lives of
the characters between the last two volumes of the trilogy,
'l'his is enti.rely at variance with the method up to this point,
for, unlike Manhattan Transfer, the first two volumes of
u.s.A. give the stories of the fictional characters without
omission or chronological break.

So this gap would indicate a

change or compromise in the conception of the work.

And if

such a change occurred at this point, it is signficant that
there are fewer Camera Eyes in the last volume--that is, Dos
Passos has chosen to reveal fewer of his own feelings and
opinions,

The few that he has revealed are of highest impor-

tance, however.

In fact, they may contain the answer to our

problem,
Of course, it is possible that Dos Passes felt the oe;sesthetic philosophy was inadequate as well,

He believed that

the way people talk--"But mostly u.s.A. is the speech of the
people,tt5l __ is the most important thing that a novelist can
catch,

"Working with speech straight, 11 Dos Passes writes, "is

51 John Dos Passos, u.s.A., p. vii,
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vigorous absorbing devastating hopeless work, work that no man
need be ashamed of. n5 2 And the greatest achievement possible
to a writer is molding and influencing ways of thinking "to
the point of changing and rebuilding the language, which is
the mind of the group."53
the double words.

This leads to Dos Passos' use of

In his later books--from Streets

2f

~

Night54 on--he uses them whenever he writes a couple of words
that are habitually thought of, or pronounced, as one word.
Like most logical innovations that improve the language these
double words are often annoying.

Sometimes they are difficult

to read.
In Dos Passos' latest novel, Adventures

££.~Young

the four methods of exposition that were found in
are not used.

Its form was traditional.

u. s.

Man,
A.

This may indicate

that Dos Passos has found tha.t the methods he invented were
inadequate.

On the other bend, be may simply he.ve not used

them for this new novel bec.;mse it was frankly a small and
unimportant work.
58
5.'3

54

To s1un up, 1_!; i.s difflcul t to determine

John Dos Passos, Three Soldiers, (Introduction, 1932),
page viii.
John Dos Passos, American Writers' Congress, ed., Henry
Hart, p. 79.
Examples: "teathings", p. 32; "teatable", p. 07; 11 slategrey 11 1
p. 171; "razorcold", p. 171; "razorscraped", p. 187,
Examples in Manhattan 'J:ransfe'r were given in Chapter
'.l'hree. U. s. A. contains so me.ny that it is not worthwhile citing them b~ page: the chances are that they
will be found on any page thnt is turned to.

-,~--

--

79

whether Dos Passos c11t the length of his projected tetrHlogy
for e.rtistlc and technical reasons or for other reasons to be
presented below,
I hop6 t.o prove thqt therA lf' Rnother very important
fllctor,

.l'.dvAntures

of~ Young~~

1939, had no artlstic

import~nce,

which was published in
It was an interlude ln hi.s

writing and more of e poliHcal prunphlet then a novel.

In it

he indicted the Communist p8rty as bureli\ucre.tic e.nd shot
through with doctrinairism,

Because of this, the radical

critics, who hed praised the novels of Dos Passos to the
skies before, turned on b:i.;·n c•nc'. SF>.ld th:.t he hs.d never been
much good anyway; the conservative critics were pleased,
And everybody WHB surprised B.t the way the.t Dos Passos had
changed his philosophy,

ActuHlly, there he.d been no change,

Dos Passos simply said openly in Adventures
vrh8t he had said covert'ly in U. S, A.

2f

~

Young

~

There e.re a large

nUJ)iber of radicals and liberals J.n the trilogy, and none of
them are portrayed more sympathetically than the averHge
character--with the sole exception of Mary French,

She says

once, "It's funny, Don, I always go to sleep when you talk
about party discipline,
hear about lt."55

I guess it's because I don't want to

Thif' is the theme of Adventures of~ Young

Man,
55

John Dos Passos, The Big Money, p. 535,
this is near the end of the trilogy,

Signflcantly,

so
A comparison of the Farratives with the Biographies
throws lLsht on the 2'rowtnc do,Jbt of economic determinl.sm
th"t must have come to Dos Passos

"~'~

he wrot'l the trilogy.

'f.h'l z;reatest m11.terlal success ln the Narratives, J, Ward
Moorehouse, became increaslne;ly unhappy and frustrated as
he e;rew more "successful".

This is, of Q01J.rse, entirely in

egreement wl th the theory of ecc'nomic determlnism,

But if we

compare thls typical American Emccess of the Narr!lti,res with
his successes :l.n the Biosra,,hies, Hearst and Morgan, for instance, we find ths.t !:.hey are subtly at variance wi t;.l each
other.

Hearst and More;Rn are stingingly criticized, but

there is no indication the.t the great amount of money they
accumulatec'l. made them unhappy,

I believe that this incon-

sistency within U, S, A. was caused by the fundamental honesty of John Dos Passes,

Because he sincerely believed in the

theory of economic determinism, he followed it in his fict:ton.
But when he came to write his Biographies and did not find
any evidences of the expected unhappiness and disgust with
life that the subJects should have felt, he did not allow
himself to distort the facts.

He had too much integrity to

falsify his vision for the sake of a theoretical coherence,
Perhaps it was these very Biographies that convinced Dos
Passes thst the theory upon which he hs.d constructed U, S, .A.
was inadequate,

At least, if his o11m words can be accepted,

he soon found the theory

~nedequPtP.,

In Camera Eye (46) he

spoke ov.t against Lhe theories of the radicals--spoke ov.t
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through a thick cloud of camouflaging words.

He walks through

the streets "inquiring of Coca Cola signs Lucky Strike ads
pricetags in showwindows scraps of overheard conversations
stray tatters of newsprint yesterday's headlines sticking out
of ashcans".56 He is hunting for a "set of figures a formula
of action". 57 Are the radicals right? If they are, Dos Passes
would like to succeed as one of them--to make

11

a speech

urging action in the crowded hall after handclapping the pats
and smiles of others on the platform the scrape of chairs the
expectant hush the few coughs during the first stu\tering
attempt to talk straight tough going the snatch for a slogan
they are listening and then the easy climb slogan'by slogan
to applause".58

He would like to do this if somebody

11

in

your head didn't say liar to you".59
So Dos Passes lies "abed underdog (peeling the onion of
doubt) with the book unread in your hand and swing on the
seesaw maybe after all maybe topdog" 60 --maybe it would be
worth while to make money.

He dreams of "a girl fashionably-

dressed fragrant at five o'clock in a taxicab careening down
Park Avenuel' 6 1 But then he bitterly dreams of
56

John Dos Passos, 1he Big Money, p. 149.

57

Ibid.

58

~-

59

Ibid.

60

~··

61

p. 150

Ibid., p. 151.
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the money that all this stands for--"dollars are silky in her
hair soft in her dress sprout in the elaborately contrived
rosepetals that you kiss 11 .6 2
head says liar to this too.
believing in it, brings?

But somebody in Dos Passes'
Then what is the message he,

He ponders "the course of history

and what leverage might pry the

o~~ers

loose from power and

bring back (I too Walt Whitman) our storybook democracy"63
and decides' "that doubt is the whetstone of 1lnderstanding 11 • 64
That is his message.
But this philosophy, while formulated in the last of
part

u. s. A.,

is not the philosophy of the trilogy; rather,

it is the negation of that philosophy.
was the unifying theory of

u. s. A.,

Economic determinism

but now Dos Passes felt

doubt about it--as he said in his speech to the Writers'
Congress of 1935, "No matter from how narrow a set of convictions you start, you will find yourself in your effort to
probe deeper and deeper into men and events as you find them,
less and less able to work with the minute prescriptions of
d oc t r i ne. • • • ••65

In other words, by 1935 Dos Passes had

outgrown the philosophy with which he had begun his great novel
of America.
That is why
62

Ibid.

63

Ibid. p. ll.JSO
Ibid.

64
65

u. s.

A. is a trilogy rather than a tetralogy"

John Dos Passos, American Writer's Congress, P• 82.
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CHAPTF.R V
SPECULATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

The preceding study has attempted to show some of the
interrelationships between the personal philosophy, objectives,
and techniques of Dos Passos and the influence of the
geist upon them,

~

All of these elements have interacted,

In

cherting the development of one element, one charts the development of all.

This conclusion will consider the more

important of these relationships.
We shall begin with Dos Passos' philosophy of life or,
rather, his political philosophy, for, as a typical product
of his time, Dos Passos seems more interested in political
and economic philosophies than in personal ·ones,

In a

curious and essential way his philosophy has rema.ined fundamentally the same throughout his career,

lt is doubtful whe-

ther, even today, Dos Passos has completely resolved the ambivalence he felt between his early ivory tower, symbolist,
art-for-art's-sake individualism, and his early naturalistic,
revolutionary sympathy for the mass,

We know ths.t he felt

drawn toward both of these attitudes while he was still in
college.

And it is rather simple to understand how the phi-

losophy of the esthete would naturally lead to the romantic
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anarchism of his youth, with its disgust for the machine,
authority, and most people.

It would naturally make him

sympathetic to any revolt against authority, such as revolution.

But here enters his unresolved conflict:

from the

beginning he saw that revolution against rulers, if successful, resulted merely in a new set of rulers.

And .facing

this fact resolutely--for Dos Passes has always .faced the
.facts--forced him to see that anarchism was unworkable.
However, he still retained his feelings against modern material civilization.

lt was these unresolved .feelings which

resulted in the ingrained disillusionment in Three Soldiers.
To Dos Passes the war and the army both stood for modern,
materialistic civilization.

'l'his same conflict between the

realist and the artist in Dos Passes

res~lted

in Rosinante

to the Road Again, in which, on the one hand, the primitive
life on the soil is glorified and, on the other, modern trade
unionism.

John Dos Passes' philosophy is the result of this

mixture of the esthete and the realist.
This has resulted in a fairly consistent attitude
throughout his life.

He has reacted strongly against modern

civilization but has never been quite sure what should take
its place.

In One Man's Initiation--1917 it was the past and

the soil; in the later novels it was a more indefinite escape.
Only once has Dos Passes attempted to make his philosophy
more positive.

The October revolution of 1917 filled him

=
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with driving hope, 1 ', but its perversion into a totalitarian
d~,ctatorship

turned his hope into disillusiorunent.

Yet he

still used one of Marx's theories ln the fi:t>st two volumes
of the U. S. A.--only to return to his o1rJ doi.:th,t. before' the
trilogy was finished,

There 11'1 on" t.h:tng, however, that Dos

Passo!! has always believed :!.n,

'l'hnt :ts frel'>cl.om,

-,

In his first novel, One Man's Initiation--1917, he put
it :tn these words:

"It is disorganization, not organization,

thRt ~,fl the Rim of 11:f'<7, 11 2

In Three Soldiers,Andrews said 1

"I've got to be free, now,

I don't care at what cost,

free.' s the only thing that matters, 11

Being

And in 1935 Dos Passos

himself said in his speech to the Writers Congress ths.t the
writer must never for.zet that "his real political aim, for
himself and his fellows, is liberty, 11 3

And a revolution

which viola.tes personal rights even for a moment is wrong:
I don't see how :i.t ls possible to organize effectively
for liberty and the humane values of life without protecting and demanding during every minute of the fight
the liberties of investi~ation, speech and discussion
that are the greatest part of the·· ends of the struggle. 4
And society has always, in Dos Passos' opinion, tended to
stifle this freedom.
1 John Dos Passos, Three Soldiers, Introduction to (1932), P• v.
2 John Dos Passos, One Man's Initiation--1917, p. 120.
3 John Dos Passos, American Wri ters·• Congress, p.
4 l}?id., p. 81.

so.
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It seems to me rAndrews said in Three Soldiers]
that human society has always been that, and perhaps will be always that: organizations growing
and stifling individuals, and individuals revolting
hopelessly against them, and at last forming new
societies to crush the old societies and becoming
slaves again in their turn.5
There have, then, been two constant elements in Dos Passos•

that organizations inevitably crush that freedom.
And this philosophy has made the objectives of his
novels, however different they may e.ppear, essentially the
same.

In all of them he has attempted to show the individual's

freedom being crushed by organizations.

It is the army in

One Man's Initiation--191? and Three Soldiers.
philistines in Streets of the Night.
Manhattan Transfer and U.
in Adventures of

~

s.

A.

It is the

It is modern society in

It is the Communist part.y

Young Man.

It is obvious that the common objective of the novels-to shovr the suppression of the individual by organized society,
or some aspect of it--entailed the necessity of showing a
fairly wide cross-section in order to give point to the indictment.

Therefore, instead of presenting the defeat of one

character in Three Soldiers, Dos Passos chose to present
three very different types.

In Manhe.tta:g.

the entire city is defeated; in

u. s.

T~sfer

practically

A. practically an entire

5 John Dos Passos, Three Soldiers, p. 458.

8'7

nation--each member of ·society being defeated by society,
And the ultimate irony is reached in Adventures

of~

Young

the very organization which avows that it is attemp-

~:

ting to free man is shown stifling and crushing individuals!
As has been previously shown, e.ll these objectives have affected the techniques of the novels.
Quite obviously the last element in the thesis, the
Z.eitgeist, has conditioned the author's techniqUces an¢! philosophy,
Joyce,

His techniques--that is, many of them--stem from
And both Joyce's work and Dos Pa.ssos'

C~era

Eyes

would have been impossible without the discoveries of Fr-aud,
Too, the bluntness and power of Dos Passos' prose would have
been impossible without the defeat of nee-Humanism,

And on

the philosophy of Dos Passes, the lo/orld War had a great influence,

It accounts for part of his sympathy for the down-

trodden and the enemies of society, as well as for· part of his
disgust with the civilian virtues of thrift, conserve.tism, end
herd work,

Dos Passos' revolt against modern machine civi-

liz.ation is also a part of a larger revolt of the period,
Very few writers of the per:tod accepted modern society as worthwhile,

In fact, the theme of Joyce, Valery, and T. S, Eliot

was the inferiority of the present to the past.

Characteris-

tically, Dos Passes agreed with them about the inferiority of
the present, but his factual eye did not allow him to agree
that the past was better,
All the elements discussed in this thesis, added to the

88

talent of John Dos Passes, have resulted in the work that he
has produced,

A number of qualities make his two best novels,

Manhattan Transfer and U, S, A,, exceptions.! works,

'l'he scope

of both is tremendous, and they are both full of vitality,
Manhattan Transfer has all the ebullience and gusto of a
youthful work;

~ll!.-A'

has more drive and power,

One feels

the architectonic power of Dos Passes in both works,

Con-

sidering the great number of characters both novels contain,
their clarity and lack of confusion is an achievement,

And

Dos Passos 1 characters, whatever they lack in individuality,
are vital creations,

Whether they are easy to remember or

not, they exist as you read about them,

Another exceptional

element in Dos Passes' writing is his vocabulary,

It is

tremendous in scope and, more important, is not bookish,

It

is the vocabulary of the speech of the people in twentieth
century America,
One comes away from the study of Dos Passos 1 writing with
the highest admiration for his artistic honesty and personal
integrity,

This cannot but add value to his writing,

The

fact that he introduced the symbolism-naturalism of Joyce to
America without the lack of movement, difficultness, or
"fabulous pedantry" of Joyce's Ulysses is a further reason
for considering the work of Dos Passes as important.

And his

adaptation of the techniques he found in Joyce or invented
by himself to his purpose of presenting society is possibly
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of grea.t importance to the future of the American novel,
On the other hand, Dos Passos has cut himself off from
the greatest writers by his lack of human sympathy for all
mankind,

Try as he will, he cannot value any personality

except that of the artist.
terrible incapacity:
in his novels.

And coupled with this is a

he is unable to create a mature ar.tist

Andrews, l<'anshawe, end Herf are the best that

Dos Passos has done--and they are without exception weakened
and sentimentalized,

Thls leads to a certe.in coldness in

the presentation of his other characters; they le.ck largeness Hnd humenity.

InBvltably, lf subtly, they are treated

with condescension,
One may sum up the e.chievement of Dos Passos b;r saying
he lR a superb technician, and in the field of techniques be
has made a contribution. to American li tera.ture.

Moreover,

however limited his writing is, its vitality and truth give it
a special importe.nce.

It will be ree.d in the future, not for

its depth e.nd universality, but e.s an a.cute presentation of
the manners and habits of the twentleth-century Americans.
A final word,
novelist.

Dos Pe.ssos ls forty-six, young for a

He has high talents,

Refusing to repeat formulae,

he he.s continued to ,,.r0w ln stature with rractice.l1y every
b0ok,

EPch work is a new a.chievement, not the repetition

of an 0ld,

And now he even appee.rs to be on the ws.y to
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OUt

fj_cu1ties.

futut>e

m8.y

"l

f'Oh'.tJ.on to hiR

I"AT'SODPl

rhi1osophice.1 dif-

From 811 these fects it is fair to My that the
conbd.n Dos

PB.M\08 1

best work.
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